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Abstract 
This thesis seeks to answer the research question: What is the potential of youth clubs in improving the living 
conditions of young slum dwellers in Dhaka city? To answer this question the paper explores the social, 
political and economic circumstances in the slum amounting for the living conditions of young slums 
dwellers. In the study an analysis is conducted on how participation in a youth club can provide urban 
poor youth with the necessary education to act on their personal and collective needs, and based on 
theoretical and empirical findings the thesis elaborates on the youth clubs’ potential in addressing the 
social, structural and institutional circumstances constraining the opportunities of poor urban youth. 
The thesis is based on different theories of Youth Organizing, Critical Pedagogy of Paulo Freire and 
the Capability Approach of Amartya Sen and Martha Nussbaum and central to the theoretical outset is 
furthermore, notions of democracy, institutions and civil society, which we conclude are the main 
factors affecting the work of the youth club. Our findings show that political, economic and social 
structures constrain young people living conditions and opportunities to act on the oppressive forces. 
Slum dwellers in Dhaka are in most cases deprived from the access to basic services and experience 
high levels of violence and discrimination. Public and informal power relations in the slums are unclear 
due to corruption and political interests, which effects the advocacy work of the youth club. Evictions 
occur frequently, creating reluctance from development actors to invest in the areas. We argue that 
there is a high demand in the slums for skills training and in-formal education services that the youth 
clubs are able to provide. Educating young people on their rights and support them to raise their voice 
in the community on issues affecting them is one of the main contributions of the clubs. The study 
concludes that the clubs provide spaces for young people to come together to discuss issues that affect 
them, analyse power relations, receive alternate education, and mobilize in order to improve the social 
circumstances in their community. However, the potential of youth clubs in altering the power relations 
that supresses them is fairly limited, apart from issues of gender and hygiene issues, where several 
examples shows, that the clubs can be more than a contributing factor in improving behaviours and 
attitudes. The youth clubs’ ability to act on the participants’ needs is highly complicated by the huge 
politicisation of slum upgrading, and the channels through which the young people can seek influence 
on political decisions are limited due to weak and non-democratic public institutions with a lack of 
accountability mechanisms. However, working with youth sets out a long-term perspective and the 
analysis shows that young people are not destitute just because the live in slums. They are very eager to 
actively engage in changing oppressive forces and improving their own opportunities.  
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1. Introduction  
 
During our time at university, we have worked with issues of poverty, human rights, gender, migration 
and state vs. civil society. In this work, we have come across different approaches and strategies on 
how to involve young people in enhancing their rights. Some of these approaches being the Critical 
Pedagogy of Paulo Freire and more broadly the academic works on youth organizing and the Capability 
Approach. These different theoretical approaches, has made us discuss the potential of addressing the 
living conditions of slum dwellers in the slums of Dhaka’s, through the activities and activism of youth 
clubs. With the large trend of large rural-urban migration in mind, the question is whether the youth are 
capable of changing the development of their city and lives and take matters into their own hands. 
Thus, we find it interesting to investigate the role of youth clubs in changing the economic and social 
characteristics of the lives of Dhaka’s slum dwellers.    
1.1 Problem area 
For the first time in history, more than half the world’s population is living in cities and over 90 % of 
urban growth is occurring in the developing world. During the next two decades, it is expected that the 
urban population of the world’s two poorest regions, South Asia and Sub-Saharan Africa, will double. 
(web 3: World Bank, web 5: United Nations, web 4: City population). There is great disagreement 
among scholars on the benefits and detriments of urbanization, but as Mike Davis (2006) notes the 
large rural-urban migration in third world countries is happening with little or no planning to 
accommodate these people or provide them with services. (Davis 2006: 7) However, cities in emerging 
economies are generally recognized as the place where economic and social opportunities are 
concentrated, being interpreted as better income opportunities, housing, health service, access to 
education or greater personal freedom (Web 3: World Bank, Balbo 2014: 269). Despite the continuous 
debate on the “urban bias” the World Bank confirms that countries with higher rates of urbanization 
have higher per capita incomes (Ibid: 269, Corbridge & Jones 2005: 19 – 20, Web 6: World Bank 2). 
While urbanization is associated with overall economic growth, this does not mean that urbanization 
necessarily leads to reduced inequality, with many third world cities still maintaining vast inequality. 
None the less, these cities are places of economic opportunities, a flourishing informal economy and 
high levels of entrepreneurship (Web 6: World Bank 2, Grant 2006: 32, Rogerson 2001: 247 – 250, 
appendix 17: AA: 1). Urban migrants often settle in precarious settlements in slum areas of large cities, 
resulting in a worldwide growing slum population. As a result, there is an estimated number of over 1 
billion people in the developing world’s cities currently living in slums in difficult and unhealthy 
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conditions (UN-Habitat 2012: 61). According to UN-Habitat, Asia is at the forefront of the ‘slum 
target’ set out under the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs), which aims “to have achieved a 
significant improvement in the lives of at least 100 million slum-dwellers”, by the year 2020. (UN- Habitat 2010a: 
4) However, the urban circumstances in the Asia-Pacific region is a tale of two types of Asian mega cities. 
On the one hand, cities in more developed countries such as Singapore, Tokyo and Seoul are well-
managed, prosperous and safe places to live, while on the other hand, large proportions of the region’s 
urban populations are concentrated in the newly industrialized and fast expanding cities in the 
developing countries of the region, which experience poor urban planning, serious environmental 
degradation, widespread poverty and development issues. Overall, urban poverty in Asia is significant 
and increasing. (UN-Habitat 2010: 4, 14) One of these cities is Bangladesh’s capital of Dhaka – a poor 
megacity, characterized by vast inequality, high population density, serious environmental issues and 
huge poverty (Davis 2006: 26-27). Bangladesh has the world’s largest number of urban residents living 
below the poverty line: 21 %, and it is also home to the highest number of slum dwellers: 60 % of the 
urban population (Web 7: Dhaka Tribune). Dhaka dominates the economic and urban demographic 
landscapes of Bangladesh with one third of the urban population in Bangladesh living in the capital city 
(UN-Habitat 2010: 41; World Bank Data on Bangladesh).  
A correlation between non-formal employment and slum dwelling is present, with 88 % of the 
total population in Dhaka working in the informal sector, and many of these are young slum dwellers, 
who have migrated to the city in search of employment (Asian Development Bank 2010: 11). In 
Bangladesh, the most extreme health disparity is no longer between towns and countryside’s, but 
between the urban middle classes and the urban poor (Ibid: 146), and when it comes to meeting the 
MDG targets, slums in Dhaka are performing worse than most rural areas (Unicef 2010: 7). Although 
the many slum areas in Dhaka differ greatly in size and population density, as well as in access to basic 
services, they are all characterized by vast poverty and lack of infrastructure, access to water, electricity, 
public services, health clinics and educational institutions (GoB 2010: 89).  Fast growth in demand for 
housing in Dhaka has resulted in expansion of housing development to all types of land; leading to 
environmental degradation and a deprivation of spaces for physical activities,  especially for children 
(Ibid: 91).  
Bangladesh’s ‘youth bulge’ 
According to UNFPA, Bangladesh is currently home to 48 million young people, amounting to one 
third of the country's total population (UNFPA 2014: 5).  A third of the Bangladeshi population is 
below the age of 15, which makes the World Bank state, that “a youth bulge can be full of promise” 
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(Web 2: World Bank 1). UNFPA forecast that by 2050 only 10-19 % of Bangladesh's population will 
consist of young people. This means, that there is a great need for the country to invest in the human 
capital of young people and focus on meeting their needs, so that they may contribute to economic 
growth and better social indicators for the country (UNFPA 2014: 5, Web 1: UNFPA Bangladesh). The 
extent to which Bangladesh’s economy will continue to benefit from the current demographic trend 
will depend on how they develop the potential of the younger population (UN-Habitat 2010: 41). In 
general, young people in the slums of Dhaka face severe discrimination and very poor living, working 
and education conditions. (Unicef 2010: 7-10; Baker 2007: 20 - 63, Islam and Shafi 2004: 15-21). These 
young people have little control and influence on the oppressive forces of social, political and economic 
structures that form their lives. Researchers on youth development and youth organizing also 
emphasize that development cannot be enhanced without focussing on youth. They believe that young 
people should be viewed as assets of their communities in order to expand their potential, an putting a 
greater focus on the capacity for youth to respond to community problems and transform institutions 
through collective action (Ginwright and Cammarota 2002: 83-87; Yee 2008: 111; James 2001: 3). 
According to the Brazilian pedagogue, Paulo Freire, youth work can comprise a wide range of 
educational activities, which aim to provide young people with opportunities for personal and social 
development outside of the formal system of education. Paulo Freire argues that informal education 
could help empower people and ultimately help them to take more control of their lives. Youth 
activism is thought to have the potential to permit young people to influence decision makers and 
preparing young people for at least some elements of citizenship and for participation in civil society 
(Freire 2005: 55–75). We have chosen to study youth clubs as places where this youth activism can take 
place, which leads us to the following research question:  
1.2 Research question  
What is the potential of youth clubs in improving the living conditions of young slum dwellers 
in Dhaka city? 
 
We answer this question through a combination of empirical findings from fieldwork conducted in 
Dhaka and through examinations of theoretical concepts and existing research in the field. We use a 
cross-disciplinary approach, which makes us able to study the potential of youth clubs to foster 
development on both individual and societal level.  The different theories and approaches applied in 
the analysis reveal the interplay of psychological, behavioural and structural dynamics of youth 
mobilizing. The approaches are complementary in order to analyse the processes and outcomes of 
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youth organizing on different levels. In the analysis, the concept of central capabilities from the capability 
approach and Freire’s notion of critical consciousness are used.  The capability approach is useful in order 
to study the potential of the youth clubs to contribute to the expansion of young people’s agency and 
freedoms. We use Freire’s ideas of mobilization and critical action to discuss the potential of the youth 
clubs to change oppressive forces at community level. In order to answer the research question we will 
work on the basis of the four sub-questions and terminology clarified in the following.  
1.3 Sub-questions  
- How are young slum dwellers affected by the social, political and economic circumstances in 
the slum?  
 
- How can participation in a youth club provide the young people with the necessary education 
to act on their personal and collective needs?  
 
- How can youth clubs contribute to address the social, structural and institutional circumstances 
constraining the opportunities of poor urban youth? 
 
- Can the work of the youth clubs be more than a contributing factor in improving the living 
conditions for slums dwellers? 
 
1.4 Terminology 
Youth clubs 
When using the term youth club in this paper, we are talking about an organised group of young 
people, meeting regularly in a permanent physical place, and which primary objective is education and 
collective action in an informal setting.  
 
Living conditions  
In this paper, living conditions is evaluated and analysed according to the philosopher, Martha 
Nussbaum’s list of central capabilities.  
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Youth 
A clear definition of youth or young people is difficult to establish, since the term can cover a very large age 
group, whose characteristics differ greatly between cultures and is highly depending on the context. We 
have decided not to determine a specific age group for our study of young people, since we think it is 
an inadequate measure. When referring to youth we are talking about people that are in a period of 
great emotional, physical and psychological change that require societal support for a safe passage from 
adolescent to full adulthood. Youth is a short word for a diverse category, but our definition of youth 
focuses on the socio-political identity of young people who are seeking the rights and independence 
that adulthood should bring.  
Slums and slum dwellers  
In this paper, we define slums by enclaves of urban poor people living in poorly constructed and 
inadequate shacks without land tenure. Places, which lack infrastructure and basic service delivery. The 
living conditions in urban slums are generally poor, but are at the same time often characterized by a 
large network of informal social and economic activity where people in most cases are characterized by 
an extreme ability to survive. Slums on private land in Dhaka constitute a larger share than the 
settlements on governmental land. While the private slums have some legitimacy, the living conditions 
are just as bad as in the settlements on government land. Though they do not face evictions to the same 
extent as public slums, they live under constant pressure from real estate developers and are also 
deprived from sufficient service delivery. In this study we therefore do not differentiate between slums 
on private and governmental land. The terms slums and informal settlements are therefore also used 
interchangeably.  The study does not include homeless pavement dwellers. Even though the level of 
service delivery and the standard of living differs from slum to slum we do not differ when referring to 
slums. 
Chapter overview  
Chapter 2: Methodology 
 In this chapter, we are outlining our empirical and theoretical approaches, as well as methodological 
reflections on how to answer the research question. The chapter includes a clarification of data-
collection methods with special attention to our fieldwork. We present our empirical foundation, 
theoretical framework and some thoughts on the issue of evaluation. Our empirical foundation consists 
of interviews, observations, literature and statistics.  
10 
 
Chapter 3: Youth organizing a field of research  
In this chapter, we present the academic field of youth organizing which has been studied by several 
academic disciplines. The chapter includes a presentation of the various perspectives and levels of 
analysis of which youth organizing can be analysed, as well as youth organizing as an effective path to 
development. Furthermore, the chapter presents the field's focus on participation and empowerment.  
Chapter 4: Critical pedagogy 
 In this chapter, we present the ideas on critical pedagogy developed by the Brazilian pedagogue, Paolo 
Freire. Critical pedagogy is a philosophy of education and social movement that combines education 
with critical theory, which will be explained in detail in this chapter.  
Chapter 5: The Capability approach  
In this chapter, we outline the ground framework for the Capability approach made by the Indian 
economist Amartya Sen. Furthermore we present American philosopher Martha Nussbaum who have 
done most recent work on the approach. Both Sen and Nussbaum present different versions of the 
capability approach whereas we present the most central work in both of their approaches.  
Chapter 6: Democracy and political participation 
 In this chapter, we present political scientist Robert Dahl ideas of democracy which. We account for 
Amartya Sen thought on political- rights, liberties and participation and concrete ways of enhancing the 
political power of the underprivileged. We include a description of the democracy and civil society in 
Bangladesh.  
Chapter 7: The living conditions of slum dwellers 
 In this chapter, we present an analysis of the living conditions for young slum dwellers, including lack 
of tenure, fear of eviction, weak government policies, and lack of service delivery, waste management, 
water and sanitation facilities and education as well as the social and economic circumstances of child 
labour, violence and crime.  
Chapter 8: The youth clubs potential 
 In this chapter, we discuss how the organization and activities facilitated in the youth clubs can 
contribute to the expansion of personal freedoms and development in the slum communities. We look 
into how youth clubs can contribute to an early adoption of good behaviours and norms, and how the 
club can foster collective action towards oppressive structures and institutions.  
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Chapter 9: Constrains to the work of the youth club 
 In this chapter, we question the potential of the clubs in order to change behaviours, attitudes and 
living conditions in the slums. We discuss how the work of the youth club is dependent on a number of 
institutions and social and economic structures, which are important to consider in the assessment of 
the clubs’ ability to change the living conditions in slums.  
Chapter 10: Conclusion  
In this chapter, we present our main empirical and theoretical findings.  
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2. Methodology 
 
In this chapter, we will outline our empirical and theoretical approach, in order to come up with some 
methodological reflections on how we have chosen to answer our research question. Furthermore, we 
will clarify our methods for data collection with special attention to our fieldwork. Firstly, we begin our 
methodological considerations with a presentation of our empirical foundation. Secondly, we will make 
some reflections on our theoretical framework and lastly we will present our thought on the issue of 
evaluation. Our empirical foundation consists of interviews, observations, literature and statistics. Our 
fieldwork has had a big influence on how we view slums in Dhaka.  
2.1 Fieldwork and selection of informants  
Initially in December 2014, focus was on young people’s involvement in the physical upgrading of 
slums in Dhaka. Our first step was to contact the biggest actors involved in slum upgrading in Dhaka, 
including government agencies, NGO’s and donors. (We conducted our fieldwork in Dhaka in 
Bangladesh between February 27 and March 23 2015.) As we realized that the problem of slums was 
much more complex than just physical upgrading of the areas and had become a highly politicised 
matter, we found it more interesting to look at advocacy work and awareness raising. That decision also 
rested in recognition of the need for more long-term solutions, where we saw the physical upgrading of 
slums as a workaround to the larger issue of migration, land prices and population density in 
Bangladesh.  Hence, we took strategic decision to focus on the contact to the large agencies, as they 
have a stronger connection to the more locally rooted NGO’s and coalitions working in slums and 
doing advocacy work. None of the government agencies had responded to our emails, but as we 
realized that the UNDP, UN-Habitat and the World Bank are direct advisors to the government, they 
could present us to some of the governments’ and the City authorities’ perspectives on the general issue 
of slums. The government agencies are not implementing any slum upgrading programs and only 
account for a very low level of service delivery in the slums in Dhaka. Still, as a recurrence to avoid 
neglecting the government’s perspective on the slums, we read all major strategies on slum upgrading in 
Dhaka City since the late 1980’s (See app. 22 for a complete list of these strategies). We initially tried to 
get in contact with the Danish Embassy in Dhaka, but without response. As Danida do not support 
any initiatives in slums, we did not do any further efforts to get in contact with them when we were in 
Dhaka.  
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In Dhaka, we got in contact with a wide range of NGOs (the biggest providers in the field of water and 
sanitation, education, micro-loans, health services and social counselling in the urban poor areas - for a 
more detailed description on the NGO’s and agencies that we interviews, as well as names, dates and 
main points, see appendix 21). We settled prior to the fieldwork on examine the youth clubs potential 
in improving the living conditions for slum dwellers, whereas, we found it crucial to get in touch with 
some youth club participants. We managed to get three focus group interviews with young slum 
dwellers. Two of the interviews where with a group of youth club members and we decided to 
interview the first group a second time to get further information on their activities.  (See appendices 2, 
16, 18 & 19). All three focus groups presented the same personal and societal challenges. Backed up 
with second hand literature on youth clubs in marginalized areas and the insights presented by the 
NGO’s, who had strong relations to projects with youth in slums, we got a comprehensive picture on 
the challenges faced by young people living in the slums, as well as the challenges they face when doing 
advocacy work. However, it would have been interesting to follow more of these groups’ activities if we 
have had more time in Bangladesh.  
2.2 Interviews and observations  
In terms of interview technique, all of our interview guides are based on Steiner Kvale’s ideas on the 
semi-structured interview. Our first interviews had characteristics of an ‘informant interview’. From 
interview to interview, we developed the interview guide, as we got deeper and more complex 
knowledge about the case (all interview guides are located in appendices 23.1 - 15). The issue of 
language barriers was limited and only presented a substantial challenge in our focus group interviews. 
We overcame this by having a project officer and a university student as translators. As well as doing 
interviews, we also visited several of the slums in Dhaka. Through our contact at Bangladesh Urban 
Forum, we got in contact with Azim, who had conducted a data collection of twenty of Dhaka’s slums 
and therefore the perfect guide and translator in the areas. Unfortunately, his study was not yet 
published. On the map below the yellow spots indicates the slums we visited. The orange spots 
represent the slums where we also conducted interviews. 
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Light pink indicates the slum clusters. The map shows how many of the clusters that are located along the 
railroad and next to the river. 
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Within Uttara, the most northern part of the city, we visited different areas including Baganbari, 
Balunmarth, Khalparal, Shikderbari, Abdullahpur, Sector no. 6 and Sector no. 8. We experienced how 
the service level and physical standard of the different slums varied. In Bhashantek slum, had a 
interview with a community leader inside his small one-room house.  
 
 
Lise interviewing the local community leader in Bashantek slum 
 
We also tried to talk with different local people in Mirpur and Khilkhet, but it was difficult to have a 
deeper conversation where people were very curious to know about our presence and purpose of 
visiting. Luckily, our guide was able to explain to us the most significant differences and similarities. 
Our tours to different slums areas in Dhaka and conversations with both boys and girls in the clubs, 
gave us a solid understanding of the various areas, the local culture, their interplay with the wider city 
and how their geographical location was an important factor in getting access to jobs and service 
facilities. In general, we were met with great hospitality and patience and were presented above all with 
young people with an impressive ability to identify their needs and challenges. During our fieldwork we 
were convinced, that despite the poor living conditions in Dhaka’s slums, these areas are not of a 
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character like South Africa’s Townships nor the Favela’s in Rio. We will explain the concrete 
characteristics of the slums in Dhaka in the analysis.  
2.3 Literature on youth work and statistical data 
As well as doing interviews and observations, we have used a large amount of literature and statistical 
data. Reliable and up-to-date statistical data on slums is limited and researchers in their descriptions of 
the quantity of the problems in slums often refer to the same numbers found in a much earlier data set 
or report. Large urbanization processes have been a continuing trend in Bangladesh and the slum 
population has increased significantly. However, the slum dwellers’ mobility and the blurry definition of 
slums, which is open to discussion, make it difficult to trust the statistics. In addition, birth registrations 
are inconsistent and slum dwellers are often still registered as citizens in their villages. On data of the 
slums, we have used the latest study and mapping of the slums in Dhaka, conducted by Nurul Islam, 
professor from the Centre of Urban Studies. The study is from 2005, but supported with our own 
observations, we believe we have made a comprehensive description of the slum areas. Thus, our own 
observations and collection of data have been essential. Our knowledge of the development processes 
in Dhaka has made it possible for us to assess what kind of statistics that could still be useful and which 
numbers that would be outdated. Furthermore, the fieldwork has enabled us to be critical towards the 
literature on slums in Dhaka and has given us an insight into the mind-set and living conditions of 
young people. This has enabled us to draw on examples from youth work in other places including 
Egypt, Kenya, Sierra Leone, Sri Lanka, Uganda, South Africa, Madagascar, Trinidad and Ethiopia. 
Cases that we believe are comparable to young people’s living conditions and youth work in the slums 
of Dhaka. These examples are not necessarily defined as ‘youth clubs’, some are cases of peer-to-peer 
groups, dance or theatre groups. For the purpose of this analysis, we have not paid attention to whether 
the literature in question is exactly about ‘youth clubs’. But rather whether the youth work in question is 
characterized by continuality, in the sense that it is not merely a one-time youth meeting, but a group 
that meets on a continuous basis, with the focus of improving their own and/or the living conditions in 
their community.  
2.4 Theoretical framework 
Our theoretical framework is, with some amendments, broadly based on theories of the Brazilian 
pedagogue Paulo Freire, the Indian economist Amartya Sen and the American philosopher Martha 
Nussbaum. They have all developed their theories in different times and discourses, we find it 
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important to argue first, why they are still relevant and second, how these cross-disciplinary approaches 
can be interlinked and uses as a common framework. 
Freire is especially acknowledged for his book ’pedagogy of the oppressed’ (1968) and considered one 
of the most important theorists of Critical Pedagogy. It was during military dictatorship in Brazil that 
Freire published his first book, Education as the Practice of Freedom (1967). Though most of his work was 
published at a time of great financial depression and social revolution, we find his work highly relevant, 
as there are still numerous countries and regions in the world suffering from both great poverty and 
political suppression. Furthermore, there are still numerous social movements, which fight for a greater 
societal equality.  Freire has the theoretical mind-set that liberation of the oppressed can only happen 
by changing the oppressed people’s mind-set. We believe that this idea fits well with Amartya Sen’s idea 
of granting people the freedoms needed to choose between different capabilities. Freire stresses the 
importance of education and introduces his pedagogy of ‘problem-posing’ education. We believe that 
his theory is interesting, as it becomes interesting to look at education as a means to enhance the list of 
Central Capabilities that Nussbaum is presenting. Trusting in people as thinking individuals and how 
they should change society is significant in Freire’s pedagogy and similar to the thought put forward in 
our literature of youth involvement and participation.  
The Bangladeshi economist and philosopher Amartya Sen provided the ground framework for 
the Capability Approach in the 1980s and 1990s. He published, Poverty and Famines: An Essay on 
Entitlement and Deprivation in 1956. Sen's interest in famine stemmed from a personal experience with the 
Bengal famine of 1943. Though he did the majority of his work in a different time and region than 
Paolo Freire, they both seek to reveal the social, political and economic structures, which oppress 
people and look at development as social justice. Thus, it becomes interesting to combine their 
theories. Furthermore, Sen is highly interested in the distribution of power and democratic ideals. We 
believe that his thoughts on democracy and enhancing the political power of the underprivileged 
further support the views on society, which he shares with Freire; whereas it makes sense to use them 
as common theoretical ground.  
In recent years, several scholars have done most new work on the Capability Approach. The 
most widely known is the American philosopher Martha Nussbaum. Nussbaum’s work is closely 
related to the traditions in the humanities (Alkire 2010: 25). Nussbaum perceives capabilities as having a 
very close relationship to human rights, as understood in contemporary international discussions. As 
her theory is strongly related to the right-based approaches of development, we find her theory highly 
relevant when discussing the development of living conditions. Nussbaum enters the capability 
approach from a perspective of moral-legal-political philosophy and has a more global and moral outset 
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than Sen and Freire. However, as Nussbaum's work on capabilities has often focused on the unequal 
freedoms and opportunities of women, we find it interesting to use her theory in a Bangladeshi context, 
which is highly characterized by unequal freedoms and opportunities for women. Nussbaum’s and 
Sen’s very narrow focus on the individual is criticized by various development scientists. Therefore, we 
have chosen to draw on some of the developers of Sen’s Capability Approach, Sabina Alkire, Rosemary 
Thorp and Frances Steward, who focus on the collective capabilities which are the capabilities that can 
only be enjoyed and developed in a group (Ibid: 37). We will use Alkire, Thorp and Stewarts work on 
collective capabilities and theories on youth organizing and participation to get a deeper understanding 
of group potentials. By incorporating an amalgamation of theoretical analysis into our studies, we are 
certain to have an analysis that takes all structures of society into consideration, while also keeping the 
individual’s hopes and desires in mind.  
2.5 The issue of evaluation  
Even though we have decided to use Nussbaum’s list of Central Capability in order to measure the 
living standards in slum, living conditions are still hard to measure. It can be hard to measure if and 
why for instance early marriage has lowered. Also in relation to youth work, it is hard to measure, what 
young people have got out of participating in youth work. This could be a whole range of outcomes, 
some visible and accessible, others not. It is therefore difficult to attribute a causal relationship between 
an individual’s behaviour and the services provided by youth workers, which are only some of the 
factors in that person’s life (Furlington et al. 1997: 92). In evaluating youth work, few providers would 
claim to be more than a contributory factor for any change in an individual’s behaviour, attitudes or 
knowledge (Ibid: 92). It is hard to believe that the conclusions on this paper will be any different, thus 
we will come with some conclusions on in which areas the youth club can contribute positively and in 
which cases the results of a youth group will be limited.  
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3. Youth organizing - a field of research  
 
Youth organizing is been studied by several academic disciplines and various terms have been used to 
describe the process and outcomes of youth mobilization. Researchers in the field have backgrounds in 
both anthropology, sociology, psychology, health studies, education and pedagogic research, and 
political and development studies. The multi-disciplinarily approach shows the various perspectives and 
levels of analysis of which youth organizing can be analysed. However, the research in the field builds 
on some shared understandings, which we present in the following section.  
3.1 A contextual lens 
This paper has partly its theoretical outset in the youth development literature of the 1990s, which 
promote what is known as positive youth development. Researchers of youth development traditionally 
advocate for a shift away from a tendency of earlier research to focus on young people as problems, 
who needs to be controlled, and instead acknowledge young people as assets for their communities and 
their potential as agents of change. Consequently, they heavily emphasize the need for empowering 
young people through skill building and support in order to enhance their opportunities (Yee 2008: 
111; James and McGillicuddy 2001: 3; Checkoway 2006: 2-3, Ginwright and Cammarota 2002: 83-84). 
The youth organizing models accept this idea of young people as agents of change and support the 
shift away from what they call the problem/prevention model of earlier research. However, they blame 
studies on youth development of neglecting the powerful social, political and economic forces, which 
affect young people’s lives and set significant barriers for their opportunities for development. It is 
argued that leaving out these barriers results in an over-romanticized view of young people’s capacities, 
which leads to the assumption that promotion of support and opportunities are the only factors 
necessary for a positive development of young people (Ibid: 84, Evans and Prilleltensky 2007: 684). 
The researchers in the field of youth organizing instead advocate for studying low-income urban 
youth’s development through a contextual lens or ecological approach, which is a multi-layered 
conception of the community context. This approach makes them turn away from an emphasis on 
individual behaviour and focus instead on the societal context and the community forces, which affect 
young people’s lives and choices. It is argued that the problems confronting youth are often the 
consequences of social structures and discriminatory practices, which limit young people’s 
opportunities. Young people therefore must not be analysed separately from their environment (Ibid: 
84-85, 93; Watts et al. 2003: 188; Merkle 2003: 206-208, Evans and Prilleltensky 2007: 684). They 
advocate for working with youth in a way that acknowledges the social contexts and highlights the 
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capacity for youth to respond to community problems and transform institutions through collective 
action. Thereby these researchers expand the youth development field to include the promotion of 
practices that develop young people’s ability to think critically about power relationships and 
inequalities and to encourage young people to address the oppressive forces and institutionalized 
oppression, which are affecting them and their communities. They emphasize that this approach has  a 
dual purpose  in both developing young people’s individual capacities and advancing social and 
systemic change (Ibid: 685, 960; Yee 2008: 114; Ginwright and Cammarota 2002: 87-88; and 
McGillicuddy 2001: 3; Christens and Kirshner 2011: 35) 
3.2 A participatory approach 
The literature on youth organizing emphasizes the importance of securing the young people’s genuine 
participation and ownership in the process of transforming oppressive environments. The participation 
of youth is considered essential in creating sustainable development. This, by contributing to the 
deepening of democracy and offering opportunities for individual and collective change (Yee 2008: 123; 
Merkle 2003: 205; Hart 1992: 5; Chawla 2002: 11, 13). The participatory approach builds on an 
acknowledgement of people themselves being experts on coping with the difficulties they experience 
and they are therefore themselves the most capable of finding appropriate solutions to their problems. 
In the same way, the literature on youth participation is based on the belief that young people are   
experts on the problems experienced by young people, and should be viewed as resources and 
competent citizens, rather than passive recipients of service (Ibid: 14; Dallape 1996: 289, 292; Conticini 
2005: 70). For example, Conticini states in his study of street children in Dhaka that effective action for 
poverty reduction must start with recognizing the urban poor’s own efforts to improve their lives and 
strengthening of what they have already put in place instead of thinking of poor children as destitute 
and passive recipients of interventions (Ibid: 70). Researchers on youth participation therefore criticize 
programs where young people are only included as passive participants instead of promoting their 
active engagement and real influence (Ibid: 81; Evans and Prilleltensky 2007: 688; Checkoway 2006: 2; 
Christens and Kirshner 2011: 28). This notion brings attention to how the term participation can cover 
various forms of more or less inclusive methods. Inspired by Sherry Arnstein’s “ladder of citizen 
participation” (1969), Roger Hart (1992) has developed a model for evaluating efforts to engage 
children and youth in decision-making. He defines participation as “The process of sharing decisions which 
affect one’s life and the life of the community in which one lives” and stresses that this is what constitutes 
democracy (Hart 1992: 5). Researchers in the field of participatory approaches highlight that the quality 
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of participation is measured on young people’s inclusion at every stage of a project and their actual 
effect on both the process and the outcome (Dallape 1996: 291; Checkoway 2006: 2; Hart 1992: 8-11). 
3.3 Empowerment  
Researchers studying youth organization often examine the collective and personal power that is 
associated with activity for social change and how organizations can contribute and  foster this power 
to alter power dynamics and unjust policies (Watts et al 2011: 55; Yee 2008: 111; Islam 2014: 204). The 
empowerment perspective on youth organizing looks at how the young people’s capabilities can be 
expanded, in order to enable them to participate in political processes and negotiate with, influence, 
control and hold accountable the institutions that affect their lives (Ibid: 195). Youth organizing is thus 
analysed in the same way as other movements that seek to empower socially marginalized groups and 
gain the right of self-representation and self-determination(James and McGillicuddy 2001: 2; Chawla 
2002: 16). The empowerment theorists Zimmerman and Rappaport (1988) define empowerment as 
“self-acceptance and self-confidence, social and political understanding, and the ability to play an 
assertive role in controlling resources and decisions in one’s community” (Zimmerman and Rappaport 
1988: 726). 
 
In sum, the literature on youth organizing supports a focus on a contextual analysis, genuine youth 
participation and empowerment of young people. These perspectives are adopted in this paper, as a 
basis for the discussion of the potential of youth groups in the slums of Dhaka. The literature provides 
a positive view to the potential of youth organizing as an effective strategy for development of both 
youth and their communities. It provides a framework, which focuses on the ability to achieve freedom 
from oppressive structures and expand social justice. With these understandings in mind, we will 
approach the analysis with the theories of Critical Pedagogy by Paolo Freire and the Capability 
Approach by Amartya Sen.  
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4. Critical pedagogy 
 
Critical pedagogy is a philosophy of education and social movement that combines education 
with critical theory, which was first described by pedagogue Paulo Freire. The literature on youth 
organizing builds greatly on the ideas of Freire, whereas we will present these in the following.  
4.1 Paolo Freire and critical pedagogy 
Freire was one of the prominent educators of the 20th century. He developed the concept of critical 
pedagogy throughout his teaching of Brazilian peasants, aiming to encourage them to act for justice and 
liberation. He criticises the traditional education system and its one-way communication and promotes 
instead a model, which help students to critically reflect on power relations and connect knowledge to 
the ability to take constructive action (Giroux 2010: 1; Watts et al 2011: 44). Freire’s concept of critical 
pedagogy means imagining literacy as not simply the mastering of specific skills, but as a way of 
learning for intervening in the world (Freire 2005: 54). According to Freire, critical pedagogy at its best 
is a political and moral practice that provides the knowledge, skills and social relations that enable 
students to extend their participation in the promise of a substantive democracy (Giroux 2010: 2). 
Freire believes that critical pedagogy gives students the opportunity to engage in a culture of 
questioning that demands far more competence than rote learning and the application of acquired 
skills. (Ibid: 3, Freire 2005: 55; Watts 2011: 52). According to Freire, critical pedagogy enhances what he 
terms as critical consciousness. The concept describes the ability to analyse critically social conditions and 
power relationships and knowing how to act in order to change it (Ibid: 44). It includes an awareness of 
how institutional, historical and systemic forces affect one’s opportunities. The awareness that one’s life 
is not predetermined, is considered to be the first step towards changing  ones conditions and taking 
the control over one’s life (Ginwright and Cammarota 2002: 87). Freire argues that critical 
consciousness and social action are mutually reinforcing, in the sense that when oppressed people begin 
to analyse their social conditions, they will feel compelled to act to change them. As such, the ability to 
identify oppressive structures fosters agency and resistance (Watts 2011: 47). Equally, the direct 
engagement in transforming the conditions influencing one’s social life leads to an awareness of the 
causes of inequality, and the knowledge that it is possible to exercise control over one’s existence. 
Promoting people’s critical consciousness and social action gives them the tools to understand and 
change the underlying causes of the problems they face (Ginwright and Cammarota 2002: 87-88; Watts 
et al. 2011: 47). From the outset of the critical pedagogy, the teacher’s efforts must coincide with those 
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of the students to engage in critical thinking (Freire 2005: 75). Freire insists that one of the fundamental 
tasks of educators is to make sure that the future points the way to a more socially just world. (Ibid: 66). 
Critical pedagogy stands in contrast to political indoctrination and a way of learning based on 
standardization and testing (Ibid: 54), instead offering students new ways to think and act creatively and 
independently, while making clear that the educator's task is to encourage agency (Ibid: 66). 
Freire’s way of thinking opens up to various ways of learning, including group discussions, 
dance, drama and storytelling among others, which we will focus on in this paper.  Freire stresses that 
giving students the opportunity to be problem posers and engage in a culture of questioning knowledge 
is not simply received by students, but actively transformed and open to be challenged and related to 
the self as an essential step toward agency (Ibid: 75). Critical pedagogy is ultimately about challenging 
"common sense" (Giroux 2010: 2). Roger J. Watts (2011) questions Freire’s assumption that critical 
reflection on power relationships automatically leads to social action. Watts acknowledges that they are 
closely connected, however, he does not believe that critical reflection is sufficient to move beyond 
what he calls “armchair activism” (Watts et al. 2011: 44). He thereby asks an important question: what 
leads critically reflective young people to act on their critical reflection sooner rather than later? (Ibid: 47) He argues 
that people only will feel compelled to act if they believe that their efforts will yield the desired 
outcome. Therefore, he adds the component of political efficacy to the concept of critical consciousness. 
Political efficacy is defined as the perceived ability to affect socio-political change and is a necessary link 
between the critical social analysis and participation in civic or political action that is contained in 
Freire’s idea of critical consciousness (Ibid: 45). This gives us three analytical components one, Critical 
reflection, two, Political efficacy, three, Critical action, which is the individual or collective action taken to 
change institutional policies and practices that are perceived to be unjust (Ibid: 46-48). 
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5. The Capability Approach 
 
The Indian economist and philosopher Amartya Sen provided the ground framework for the Capability 
Approach in the 1980s and 1990s. However, in recent years many other scholars have done extensive 
work on the approach. The most widely known, and the most productive is the American philosopher 
Martha Nussbaum. Both Sen and Nussbaum have presented different versions of the capability 
approach, though they are sharing some fundamental views and ideas (Robeyns: 23). Thus, in the 
following we will present both some of their central work to the approach, as well as thoughts, which 
we find useful to our study.  
5.1 The Capability Approach – an introduction 
The capability approach focuses directly on the quality of life that individuals are actually able to 
achieve and has a strong relation to human development, defined by the expansion of people’s freedoms 
to live long, healthy and creative lives. In the capability approach, the quality of life is analysed in terms 
of the core concepts of functionings and capabilities. A functioning is an achievement, whereas a capability 
is the ability to achieve. Functionings are different aspects of living conditions; whereas capabilities are 
what real opportunities you have regarding the life, you may lead (Sen 1987: 36). In other words, 
capabilities are freedoms of a particular kind (Robeyns 2003: 11). The difference between functioning 
and capability is best explained by the example of two persons who both do not eat enough to enable 
the functioning of being well nourished. The first person is a victim of a famine in Ethiopia, while the 
second person decided to go on a hunger strike. Although both persons lack the functioning of being 
well nourished, the freedom they had to avoid being hungry is distinct – i.e. their capabilities of being 
well nourished are different (Ibid: 11). Thus, a person’s capability represents the effective freedom of 
an individual to choose between different functioning combinations – between different kinds of life 
(Ibid: 11). As mentioned earlier, does Nussbaum perceives capabilities as having a very close 
relationship to human rights. Capabilities plays a similar role as human rights, by providing the 
philosophical underpinning for basic constitutional principles (Nussbaum 2001: 97). Nussbaum enters 
the capability approach from a perspective of moral-legal-political philosophy, with the specific aim to 
argue for political principles that a government should guarantee all its citizens through its constitution 
(Ibid: 98).  
The Capability Approach gives rise to a normative proposition. The proposition is that 
social arrangements should be primarily evaluated according to the extent of freedoms people have to 
promote or achieve functionings they value, since progress, development and poverty reduction, occurs 
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when people have greater freedoms (Alkire 2010: 28). The term ‘freedoms’ is central in our use of the 
capability approach, since capability, according to Sen, consists of a combination of freedoms and 
functionings. According to Sen, development is to be achieved through the free agency of individuals, 
which can be defined by one’s ability to act on behalf of what you value. Speaking of the deep 
conditions that affect humankind in terms of hunger, malnutrition, preventable diseases, poverty and 
oppression, individual agency is ultimately central to addressing these deprivations (Deneulin 2010: 
107). Despite the criticism of his approach being individualistic, Sen himself underlines that his 
approach does not consider individuals as detached from the social setting in which they live (Sen 2002: 
81). This leads Sen to introduce the notion of socially dependent individual capabilities (Ibid: 85), and to 
assert that the freedom and agency that each individual enjoys are unavoidably trained and controlled 
by the social, political and economic opportunities that are surrounding us. Individual freedoms are, 
also according to Sen, linked to the existence of social arrangements, and our opportunities and 
prospects depend crucially on what institutions exist and how they function. (Ibid: 108) In line with the 
social arrangements, Sen stresses that democratic freedom is a critically important component of 
individual capabilities (Sen 2002: 79). Thus, the level of democracy that characterizes a society is an 
irreducibly social good that is a crucial ingredient in a person’s wellbeing however, the value of 
democratic freedom is relevant only to the extent that it makes the lives of individuals better (Deneulin 
2010: 110).  
5.2 Nussbaum’s combined and central capabilities 
Martha Nussbaum operates with different types of capabilities: Basic capabilities, internal capabilities and 
combined capabilities. Nussbaum sees rights as combined capabilities, which may be defined as internal 
capabilities combined with the necessary external conditions for the exercise of the function. For 
instance, do citizens of repressive nondemocratic regimes have the internal but not the combined 
capability to exercise thought and speech (Nussbaum 2001: 99). By defining rights in terms of 
combined capabilities, we make it clear that people in a certain country do not really have the right to 
political participation just because such language exists on paper: they really have this right only if there 
are effective measures to make people truly capable of political exercise. Women in many nations have 
a nominal right of political participation without having this right in the sense of capability (Ibid: 98). 
Functioning in childhood is necessary for capability in adulthood. The state’s interest in adult 
capabilities gives it a very strong interest in any treatment of children since this treatment has a long-
term impact on these capabilities (Ibid: 90). Hence, we cannot deny the importance of capability inputs, 
as they are often necessary to start the whole process of achieving functions. Thus, not only personal 
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development factors influence the choice of certain capabilities out of a capability set, but also the 
capability inputs. (Ibid: 84 – 85).  
Nussbaum’s list of central capabilities  
Nussbaum’s defines her list of central capabilities as a list of combined capabilities (Ibid: 80). By insisting 
that the capabilities on the list below are combined capabilities, Nussbaum insists on the twofold 
importance of material and social circumstances (Ibid: 86). When we aggregate the data from different 
lives to produce accounts of regional, class and national differences in quality of life, it should, 
according to Nussbaum, always be done in the space of the central capabilities (Ibid: 71). A list of the 
central capabilities gives us the basis for determining a decent social minimum in a variety of areas. As a 
list, it can be used for political purposes, as the moral basis of central constitutional guarantees, by 
people who otherwise have very different views of what a complete good life for a human being would 
be (Ibid: 74).  
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Central capabilities 
 
1. Life. Being able to live to the end of a human life of normal length. 
2. Bodily health. Being able to have good health, including reproductive health; to be adequately nourished; to 
have adequate shelter. 
3. Bodily integrity. Being able to move freely from place to another while having one’s bodily boundaries treated 
as sovereign, i.e. sexual abuse, domestic violence etc.   
4. Senses, imagination, and thought. Being able to use the senses, to imagine, to think, and to reason. 
5. Emotions. Being able to have attachments to things and people outside ourselves.  
6. Practical Reason. Being able to form a conception of the good and to engage in critical reflection about the 
planning of one’s life - this entails protection for the liberty of conscience. 
7. Affiliation. Being able to live with and toward others and to engage in various forms of social interaction. This 
entails, at a minimum, protections against discrimination based on race, sex, sexual orientation, religion, caste, 
ethnicity, or national origin.  
8. Other Species. Being able to live with concern for and in to the world of nature. 
9. Play. Being able to laugh, to play, to enjoy recreational activities.  
10. Control over one’s environment as 1) Being able to participate effectively in political choices that govern 
one’s life, including the right of political participation and the protection of free speech and association and 2) 
Being able to hold property (both land and movable goods 
 
Nussbaum underlines, that when using capabilities as a comparative measure of quality of life, one must 
still inquire about the reasons for the differences observed. Some differences in health among nations 
or groups are due to factors public policy can control, and others are not (Ibid: 81 – 82). She concludes 
that human beings, provided with the right educational and material support, can become fully capable 
of all these human functions. That is, if they are also provided with certain lower level capabilities (basic 
capabilities) to perform the functions in question (Ibid: 83).  
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5.3 Groups and collective capacities 
Nussbaum’s and Sen’s narrow focus on the individual is criticized by Sabina Alkire, Rosemary Thorp 
and Frances Stewart, who believe that Sen’s and Nussbaum’s version does not specify the importance 
of including groups and structures of living together (Alkire 2010: 37). Alkire, Stewart and Thorp, argue 
that to make a holistic analysis of capabilities, one needs to pay attention to the role of collective 
actions, institutions and other social structures which influence the creation of individual capabilities 
(Ibid: 31). They argue how groups are fundamental to economic, social and political outcomes and how 
group formation can be an important way out of chronic poverty as well as an important mechanism of 
empowerment. (Thorp 2003: 1) According to Stewart, collective capabilities are of high importance since 
they indicate capabilities that individuals would not be able to practice, without their participation in a 
certain group. (Alkire 2010: 38 – 39).  Thorp views groups as ways of categorizing people in ways that 
represent common affiliations or identities and sees three ways that group membership affects people’s 
capabilities (Ibid: 37). First, the benefits of belonging to a group may be of intrinsic importance to 
provide self-esteem and positive human relationships. A person’s capabilities may be directly affected 
by the state of the group. Second, groups are important instrumentally in determining efficiency and 
resource shares. Collective action groups can enable poor people to expand many different capabilities. 
Third, groups influence values and choices. Groups could potentially exert negative influences on 
capabilities through these same three mechanisms. Analysis of what makes for ‘‘good’’ groups and what 
makes for ‘‘bad’’ groups becomes a critical part of any research agenda and of policies towards the 
promotion of capabilities and human well-being. (Ibid: 37) We will use the considerations on collective 
capabilities posed by Stewart when analysing the potential of the youth clubs. Both in terms of, how 
they can affect the individuals capabilities, but also in terms of what collective capabilities the group 
might have.  
5.4 Institutional efficiency and freedoms 
In ‘Development as Freedom’, Sen discusses five instrumental freedoms – political freedom, economic 
facilities, social opportunities, transparency guarantees, and protective security. He reveals how these 
five instrumental freedoms play a critical role in granting individuals self-determination. He also stresses 
the role institutions play in the development of freedoms. According to Sen, individuals live and 
operate in a world of institutions, where our opportunities and prospects depend crucially on what 
institutions exist and how they function. This is because they have the possibility of contributing both 
positively and negatively to our freedoms (Sen 1999: 142). However, according to Indian Economist 
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Kanchan Chopra, the term institution has many interpretations and definitions and is often used 
interchangeably with organizations. In order to prevent any ambiguity, we will define institutions as the 
formal and/or informal rules that guide how people within societies live, work and interact with each 
other. In the broad definition of institutions, we identify two types of institutions: formal and informal. 
The formal constitutes written and codified rules. Examples of formal institutions would be the 
constitution, the judicial laws, the organized market and property rights whereas the informal could be 
a community leader or the family. According to Nussbaum, the shape of the family institution 
influences all capabilities, for both women and men. She states how it is important to pay attention to 
how family structures can contribute to the development of capabilities as the family influences one’s 
capabilities from the start of one’s life (Nussbaum 2001: 245). Flavio Comim presents how evidence on 
economic mobility shows that having a ‘good start’ in early adulthood has long lasting effect on ones 
capabilities, which can be affected through a range of activities, including employment, social roles, and 
household formation (Comin 2010: 438 - 442). Although Sen does not elaborate on the evolution of 
the above-mentioned five instrumental freedoms, Chopra suggests that the degree of freedom available 
to individuals at any moment is dependent on the efficiency and effectiveness of both formal and 
informal institutions. According to Chopra, the formation of new institutions should ideally create or 
augment the five instruments of freedom. Therefore, institutions can be created to further the interests 
of certain individuals or groups (Chopra 2010: 368). According to Chopra,  development and the 
expansion of freedoms are dependent on the presence of key institutions such as the market, public 
services, the judiciary, political parties, the media, etc. (Deneulin 2010: 108). Even if social 
arrangements or institutions are seen as very important elements in enhancing or impeding individual 
freedoms, Sen underlines how they are still to be investigated in terms of their contribution to secure 
the freedoms of individuals (Ibid: 108). In our analysis, we will incorporate both Chopra and Sen’s 
perspectives, since both the capabilities of the individual and the group are central in this paper.  
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6. Democracy and political participation  
 
In line with political scientist Robert Dahl, we will seek to justify the desirability of democracy which, in 
principal guarantees fundamental human rights, such as the freedom of expression (Deneulin 2009: 
193). Democracy can be a mechanism to debate different sets of values in the public space, in order to 
build consensus around a government’s policy priorities (Ibid: 195). As economist, Amartya Sen has 
stated are political rights important not only for the fulfilment of needs, they are crucial also for the 
formulation of needs. Sen believes that political liberties have an instrumental role in preventing 
material disaster and in promoting economic well-being (Nussbaum 2001: 96). Concrete ways of 
enhancing the political power of the underprivileged are firstly, offering the marginalized incentives to 
organize political organizations through which they can gain sufficient power to counteract the power 
of the privileged. Full political participation entails not only including everyone in a discussion, but also 
ensuring that every person included is equipped with an adequate level of political ideals and adequate 
communication skills to advance  their claims (Deneulin 2009: 202). Political participation is the 
necessary companion to representative democracy. In addition, this includes addressing the biases of 
power imbalances (Ibid: 194). In this thesis the freedom of expression and ‘creating a voice’ is cenral – 
and the extent to which young people in Dhaka’s slum have the freedom to express themselves and 
influence the political agenda will be outlined in the following.  
6.1 Democracy in Bangladesh 
The present-day borders of Bangladesh took shape during the Partition of Bengal and British India in 
1947, when the region came to be known as East Pakistan  in the newly formed state of Pakistan. Civil 
disobedience led to the Bangladesh Liberation War and independence in 1971. After independence, the 
new state endured poverty, famine, political turmoil and military coups and democracy was restored not 
until 1991. Although there has been steady progress in improving the quality of elections over the past 
decade and a half, few see Bangladesh as particularly democratic and there is consequently growing 
recognition that elections alone cannot deliver democracy. Politics in Bengali – rajniti – literally 
translates as the rule or custom of the king. For citizens, therefore, having the correct political 
affiliation or connection significantly strengthens their chance of a better well-being. (Ibid: 198) The 
current system of government might be described more correctly as electoral autocracy rather than 
liberal democracy. Political competition is largely based on inter-elite contestation for access to 
patronage resources, with voters deployed as pawns during elections and ignored in between elections. 
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Once a government is elected, there are few checks on its power, as the opposition is neutered by 
institutional design and ordinary voters lack effective accountability mechanisms (Miesburger 2012: 1). 
According to Freedom House, the democracy in Bangladesh is characterized by “Endemic corruption 
and criminality, weak rule of law, limited bureaucratic transparency and political polarization which 
have long undermined government accountability. Moreover, regular opposition boycotts of parliament 
have significantly hampered the legislature’s role in providing thorough scrutiny of government 
policies, budgets and proposed legislation” (web 14: Freedom House). Although Bangladesh is 
nominally a parliamentary democracy, social and political relations are in reality largely governed by 
traditional customs. Like many developing democracies, Bangladesh is in transition from a 
patron/client or feudal governance system. Although, formally abolished with the adoption of Islam, 
the ancient Hindu caste system still influences society, dividing the population in several horizontal 
layers (Miesburger: 2). The democracy in Bangladesh can be crudely explained as having outwardly free 
and competitive elections, without creating democratic and accountable governance (Ibid: 3). 
Consequently, the quality of representation that voters have in government is very low (Ibid: 5). In 
Bangladesh in general, trust in the institutions of state and society is very low. More than half of the 
population (53%) says they have no trust in the police, 29% have no faith in the judicial system, and 
25% do not trust NGOs. Three key factors that contribute to low levels of trust are corruption, 
politicization and impunity. Corruption is endemic and accepted at every level of society (Bangladesh 
was ranked 145 out of 175 counties on Transparency International’s 2014 Corruption Perception 
Index)(Ibid: 8). In general, the political environment in Dhaka is very violent with frequent clashes in 
the streets between the supporters of the government and opposition parties, especially during the 
strikes, referred to as hartals. It is believed by several scholars that strong links between political parties 
and the local musclemen in the slums are used to compel slum dwellers and children to engage in the 
street fighting and protests (Baker 2007: 68). 
6.2 The civil society  
Democratic practice depends on lively civil society organizations, which are accountable to the people 
they serve (Deneulin 2009: 197). Bangladesh has a vibrant civil society sector and one of the largest 
NGO communities in the world today, all of which have assumed important roles in public life. Since 
1990, the main political parties have actively sought to increase their support base by extending their 
presence to the grassroots of rural and urban communities. One of the ways they have managed to 
accomplish this has been to establish party-affiliated, interest-based organizations such as trade unions, 
farmers’ cooperatives, youth and women’s groups among communities and to use these to recruit new 
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members (Ibid: 198). Civil society is, compared to its size, very weak in Bangladesh and unable to 
perform effectively its role as ‘political watch dog’. NGO advocacy is primarily relational, which fits 
easily within the traditional patron/client system, and does not create much disturbance, as they operate 
within the existing system. CSOs, on the other hand, voluntary associations are based on mutual 
interest and can to some extend exist and operate without outside funding. CSOs challenging 
governments is the sort of advocacy power that civil society is meant to provide in a democracy, and 
the sort advocacy that lacking is in Bangladesh (Miesburger 2012: 10).  The suggestion that the current 
NGO advocacy approach fits well in a traditional society centred on personal relationships is confirmed 
by a recent survey conducted by The Asia Foundation; where 60% of NGO workers said the most 
effective way to get an MP’s attention and support is to contact him or her personally. In stark contrast, 
80% of citizens believe the greatest impact would be through public forums, where they felt that the 
opinions of a mass of prospective voters could be influence MP’s more (Ibid: 10).  
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7. The living conditions of slum dwellers  
 
The capability approach and the studies on youth organizing reminds us to pay special attention to 
reveal the discriminatory practices in society, which are affecting young people’s lives. This chapter will 
explore the structural challenges that are present in the immediate environment of the slum. It is 
important to understand these structures, in order to assess the potential of youth clubs to change 
them.  The analysis will draw a picture of the deprivations in slum areas based on literature on urban 
poverty in Dhaka and statements from our interviewees. It will show how young people in the slums of 
Dhaka are deprived from some of the central capabilities listed by Nussbaum. The capability 
approach’s proposition is that social arrangements should be primarily evaluated according to the 
extent of freedoms people have to promote or achieve functionings they value. Thus, this chapter will focus 
on the freedoms that slum dwellers in Dhaka are deprived of. 
7.2 Slums in Dhaka 
Bangladesh is the most densely populated country in the world with a total population of around 156.6 
million people and an average of 1,203 people per square kilometre of land area. In comparison, the 
Netherlands has almost 498 people per square kilometre (Unicef 2010: 8, web 20: World Bank Data 
2014). A massive urban migration has resulted in a steady increase of the urban population. In 2005 the 
urban population was estimated to be around 38.4 million people, which means that the urban 
population have grown by more than one third (33.6 %) in the last decade. As the country's largest 
metropolitan area and main economic centre, Dhaka is the destination for many urban migrants, with 
32 % of the total urban population in Bangladesh living in the city (web 20: World Bank Data 
2014).The heavy migration is a result of both ‘push’ and ‘pull’ factors, such as great rural poverty, 
landlessness, environmental degradation, and river erosion added to a centralisation of economic 
activity in the cities. Our interviews also indicated that the majority of migrants move to the cities in 
search of employment and better economic opportunities. (web 20: World Bank Data 2014, app. 11: 
UN-H: 23,; Unicef 2010: 10). The migrants often settle in the slum areas of cities either illegally on 
publicly owned land, on private land, or they become homeless pavement dwellers. As we also 
experienced through our visit to different slum settlements in Dhaka,  these areas are located all around 
the city both in the upper-income residential areas and in the outskirts of the city, along railroad lines, 
sidewalks, embankment slopes and on the city’s poorly drained low-lying areas (Paul 2006: 568; Baker 
2007: 36). The character and size of the settlements, as well as the services available differ between the 
slum areas, as explained by the project officers at UN-Habitat and Unicef and the researcher of urban 
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poverty at Centre for Urban Studies (app. 11: UN-H: 5, app. 7: CUS: 3, app. 6: Unicef: 1). Some areas 
have access to water and sanitation, but not electricity and cooking gas and vice versa.  
 
 
Photo from Korail slum. Children making their way to school, through piles of garbage. Others investigating what treasures 
the trash might hide. 
 
However, some general characteristics of the slums were presented to us at the Centre for Urban 
Studies (CUS). Through a mapping of slum settlements in Bangladesh in 2005, CUS had found the 
following general characteristics of slums: 1) Predominantly poor housing, 2) Very high population 
density and room crowding (more than 1,000 persons per acre), 3) Very poor environmental services 
4), Very low socio-economic status for the majority of residents 5), Lack of security of tenure 
(permanent threat of eviction) and 6) Poor governance. (Islam 2006: 14–16; Unicef 2010: 9)  
 
7.2.1 Lack of tenure and evictions 
Lack of tenure security is a key characteristic of informal urban settlements in Dhaka. Because of the 
illegal character of the slums, eviction of slum dwellers has been a continuing practice of the 
government’s policy for decades and mass evictions have occurred frequently. It is estimated that from 
1975 to 2004, there have been 135 instances of evictions in Dhaka City. Large-scale evictions of 
Agargaon in 2004, affected 40,000 slum dwellers and the eviction of Korail in 2012 made 2000 families 
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homeless (Baker 2007: 42, DSK 2012: 4; Mohit 2011: 613).  The literature on slum evictions in Dhaka 
showed us, that government evictions often are conducted with minimal warning and an overwhelming 
use of force and violence that leads to mass destruction of property (DSK 2012: 22). The fear of 
eviction is thus present, even though several slum dwellers, who we met in Dhaka, had been living in 
their house for more than 20 years. A community leader in the Bhashantek slum explained that they 
woke up every morning with the fear of being evicted, and a girl from Nari Maitree youth club told 
how their shack along the railroad had been run down by government bulldozers, so that they had been 
forced to move to another area. The social and economic costs following such forced eviction are 
extremely high for the slum dwellers. Forced evictions do not only mean loss of shelter, but also 
insecurity for the future and risk of losing social networks, livelihoods and wages because of inability to 
work during and after the evictions. It also poses the problem of higher transport costs for getting to 
work and the need to take children out of school. Destruction of local infrastructure and the 
corresponding deterioration in sanitation and health infrastructure also makes them more vulnerable to 
illnesses. Evictions thus cause further poverty and can have a devastating effect on the lives of the 
evicted (DSK 2012: 12, 18 22; COHRE 2000: 21-22; Unicef 2010: 10).  
 
The railroad where the young girl from Nari Maitree used to live, before her family were evicted. New shacks has 
already been rebuild. 
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The NGO Dushtha Shasthya Kendra (DSK) has made a study of the impact upon slum dwellers from 
the Korail slum, who were evicted in April 2012 because of a High Court Order to clear the area. It was 
assessed that the homes of around 2000 families were destroyed. DSK found that after the eviction, 
many families had no immediate way of earning an income and only a few wanted to return to their 
village, as the chances of finding a job there would be limited. Some families decided to send their 
younger children to live with relatives in the family’s village of origin to protect them from the insecure 
environment and bad living conditions that followed the evictions. Older children were more 
frequently taken out of school to contribute to the family’s income (DSK 2012: 4, 14, 16-17). Paul 
(2006) observed in his study on evictions, that the fear of being forced to move out of the settlements 
made the slum dwellers spend little or nothing to improve their housing and they were reluctant to 
invest in acquisition of valuable assets, such as televisions and beds, because it would be difficult to 
bring such properties to a new place (Paul 2006: 572-573). Despite updated policies, which call for 
improvement of low-income settlements and strategies for improving land supply through 
infrastructure, building materials and technology; important aspects of these policies have never been 
implemented. This is, according to Bangladesh Urban Forum due to the fact that the government do 
not value the presence of these people. To the government they are just illegal residents, which highly 
undermines the fact that the slum dwellers are one of the biggest drivers of the urban economy, a 
notion that we will study in closer detail later in this essay (app.13: BUF: 12, Baker 2007: 39-42). The 
government’s own explanation for the slum evictions have been that they are conducted “for 
development purposes” or because of environmental concerns, as well as stereotyping the slums as 
centres of antisocial and illegal centres, which criminals use as safe heavens. The settlements which are 
built on private land have some legacy, but their rights are seldom protected and because of extremely 
high land prices in Dhaka they are increasingly under pressure from real estate developers (Ahmed 
2014: 747; DSK 2012: 8; Paul 2006: 568). The land prices reflect the huge population density and land 
shortages in Dhaka. In 2007, Baker noted that land prices appear to be comparable to those in 
suburban New York, whereas the average income of the Dhaka residents is a hundred times lower 
(Baker 2007: 37-38). The same pattern is experienced in other urban centres in Bangladesh where the 
least expensive middle class housing in the country is estimated at about ten times the median income. 
The land supply in Dhaka is constrained by the location of the city in a flood plain surrounded by 
rivers, which periodically flood the lowlands of the area; subsequently resulting in a scarcity of 
developable land (Ibid: 37-38). The high land and housing prices in Dhaka, which make urban land 
unaffordable for most of the population, is one of the main reasons why the slum dwellers are deprived 
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from basic property rights including the central capability concerning control over ones environment. 
(Ibid: 47) Even though the slum settlements are informal, our interviews and empirical evidence shows 
that the majority of the slum dwellers are paying regular rent to a property owner or homeowner.  The 
landowner will often set a high price and make the slum dwellers pay a higher rent per square meter 
than non-slum households, even though the services available for them are much poorer (Ibid: 37, 
Unicef 2010: 10; app. 11: UN-H: 3). In the case of the settlements on government land, many tenants 
pay “tolls” to local musclemen, the Mastaans, who occupy an area and announce themselves as local 
leaders, “authorized” to collect rent from the families who settle on “their land”. It has been hard for 
us to identity the network of actors in the slum and even when we talked with a local community 
leader, he had difficulties explaining the much-entangled network of actors.  
 
7.2.2 Government policies 
It is widely believed from the government’s side, that granting land tenure to the slum dwellers creates a 
pull factor, which encourages further migration from rural areas. Therefore, the government has 
addressed the growing number of informal settlements through policies aiming to relocate slum 
dwellers outside the city or make them return to their villages (Unicef 2010: 10). In a review from 2011 
of the policies and approaches adopted by the government of Bangladesh to deal with slum settlements 
in Dhaka, six approaches are identified, including: evictions, resettlements, slum upgrading, public-
private partnerships and loans to slum dwellers who agree to go back to their village of origin. It was 
found that all of the policy approaches have been beset with several shortcomings and the attempts 
have been meagre compared to the scale of the problem (Mohit 2011: 619). Resettlement of slum 
dwellers is a method widely recognized as one of the solutions to slum issues and according to UN-
Habitat, the government has had several housing projects constructed for the slum people, but none of 
them at a price level  at which the slum dwellers would have any chance to afford it (app. 11: UN-H: 
27). Mohit (2011) identifies three resettlement projects initiated in Dhaka: Dattapara in Tongi, 
Chanpara in Demra, and Bhashantek in Mirpur. The Dattapara and Chanpara resettlement projects 
both intended to resettle 5000 slum families and the Bhashantek project aimed to resettle around 4000 
families. However, the planning of all three projects is assessed to have been highly inadequate and the 
needs of the slum dwellers overlooked or underestimated.  The Dattapara project was never completed, 
due to absence of titles of right of land, lack of coordination among service providers and a great 
understanding gap between service providers and dwellers. The Bhashantek was revised three times, 
because several faults in the design were found each time it was about to be implemented. Lack of 
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coordination and leadership among the participating agencies were also identified for this project 
(Mohit 2011: 616).  
 Simply upgrading the slum sites is also considered a cost-effective approach and the government 
has initiated such projects from mid-1980s with funding from international development agencies. The 
projects aimed to improve drains and sanitation in the settlements, but had no housing component. 
Yet, evaluations have shown that only a small percentage of the urban poor benefited from the 
programs. Owing to the improvements, the price of land increased in many places and pushed the poor 
out of their settlements and into the fringe areas of the cities with less employment opportunities. Due 
to  the underlying fear of creating a pull factor for rural populations considering migrating to the city, 
unfortunately slum upgrading projects are now rare (Ibid: 617). The government instead tried to reverse 
the migration through a strategy called Ghore Fera, translated as the back-to-home program. The 
program offers loans to slum dwellers willing to move out of the city and back to their village of origin. 
The loans aim to help people generate income activities in the new place and cover expenses for 
transportation and resettlement. However, this strategy has not been very successful to cope with the 
huge urban migration; since economic opportunities are perceived as much more promising in the 
cities. Besides, some slum dwellers have lived in the urban areas for decades and do not wish to leave 
behind extensive social and economic networks. Therefore, loans and evictions often only lead to 
return to the slum area after a short period of time or relocation to another area in the city.(Unicef 
2010: 10; Baker 2007: 26; Paul 2006: 569, 573; Mohit 2011: 618; COHRE 2000: 13). 
 
7.2.3 Service delivery and urban planning 
Bangladesh’s key organizations in the housing sector are both governmental and non-governmental and 
interact at different levels of the housing delivery system. These organizations carry out different 
activities including: providing guidance, formulating policies, implementing projects, delivering (micro-) 
credit finance opportunities, identifying target groups and setting and disbursing subsidies.  The main 
organizations in the social housing sector include government agencies and NGO’s (e.g. BRAC, BASA, 
PROSHIKA etc.). The Ministry of Housing and Public Works (MOHPW) is the Governmental entity 
responsible for housing issues in the country. It develops policies and guidelines and it is the 
overarching housing institution, coordinating the work of several organizations including the City 
Development Authorities (Bonetti et al 2013: 15). In Dhaka, the city development authorities consist of 
the two City Corporations; North and South. Both City Corporations have their own legislative power 
and authority to delimit the territorial boundaries in response to the needs of the increased urban 
population. However, the revenue earning of the city corporations from land, housing properties and 
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infrastructure are very low, which poses the question about their self-sufficiency and autonomous 
nature, as both corporations remain dependent on the central government or on external sources, 
whereas they have limited economic space to use their autonomy when it comes to city planning 
(CLGF 2013: 26). Most major cities in Bangladesh have some degree of municipal planning, with 
formally agreed plans and strategies for economic and population growth, transport, land use and so 
on. In Dhaka, the amount of informal development exceeds that of regulated development despite the 
existence of planning documents. The two Dhaka City Corporations offer the inhabitants a number of 
limited basic services such as water supply, waste management, road transport and so forth. 
Nevertheless, compared to the total demands these services and facilities are far from being adequate in 
terms of both quantity and quality. (Nahiduzzanman 2006: 1-2) According to the NGO Practical 
Action,  slum dwellers are often forced to move far from their area to find affordable medical services 
(app. 4: PA: 4). With the high urban growth, the management of urban spatial growth has become a 
challenging task for the Dhaka development authority RAJUK. It is assumed by various city planners 
that the city authorities will not be able to take the extra burden of providing services to the inhabitants. 
(Ibid.: 1-2) Historically, most development programs in Bangladesh have focused on rural areas, with 
agencies still allocating the majority of funding for poverty alleviation to rural areas. NGOs and private 
sector companies have, in general not been intensively involved in urban housing programs in Dhaka. 
However, there is no shortage of development agencies in Bangladesh, as there are nearly 22,000 
NGOs operating in the country, making the Bangladesh NGO landscape one of the largest 
development networks in the world (Islam 2014: 193). The urban poor obviously receive some support 
from the great amount of NGOs, but mainly in the field of micro-credit loans, generally in an 
uncoordinated manner, according to Centre of Urban Studies (app. 7: CUS: 17). The tight regulations 
and controls on urban land by the government and the constant threat of evictions make the agencies 
reluctant to invest in permanent infrastructure and services to the urban poor, as they risk losing the 
investments (Baker 2007: xv, 42; Unicef 2010: 6, 18; Mohit 2012: 613). Two large projects of public-
private partnership initiatives have been implemented to improve the service provision for slum 
dwellers; one is an attempt to outsource the delivery of health services in slum settlements and the 
other is the Bhashantek Rehabilitation Project. Contracting out health service delivery to NGOs and 
the private sector was expected to foster innovation and rapid adaptation to the slum conditions, which 
would be more suited to reach the urban poor and lead to greater effectiveness and efficiency. Yet, 
several weaknesses were found in the programme. The working hours of the health care centres 
established by the contracted NGOs did not suit the slum dwellers and the accountability relationships 
were not transparent. The programme was costly due to high transaction, management and monitoring 
40 
 
costs, and there was a lack of ownership and trust among the population (Ibid: 18-19). The 
rehabilitation project was quite known in Dhaka as one of the major investments in slum resettlement. 
The project aimed to construct a total of 15,024 flats, which would be made available and affordable 
for the slum dwellers living in the Mirpur area. In 2003, the buildings had been completed, but no slum 
dwellers were able to purchase the flats. Instead, the flats have now been sold to financially solvent 
people, thereby violating the rules of the contract paper (Ibid: 19). Since rapid urbanization is inevitable 
with the economic development of the country, sustainable development depends intricately on 
sustainable urban development. Five key issues for sustainable development of urban areas are listed in 
the government’s sustainable development strategy; urban housing, water supply and sanitation, 
pollution management, urban transport and urban risk reduction (GoB 2013: 96). 
7.2.4 Waste 
The Dhaka City Corporation (North and South) is the authority at municipal level, which has the 
responsibility of the waste management in Dhaka. However, it is assessed that the agency only has the 
capacity to handle around half of the garbage in the city. As a result, uncollected waste is piled up on 
the roadsides, or gathered in open drains and low-lying areas, deteriorating the environment and the 
living conditions of those living in these areas (UN-Habitat 2010: 97, 118). In general, the garbage 
collection service in slum areas is particularly poor and many of these areas are not provided with 
permanent bins. The high level of garbage was also stated as a serious concern for the club members in 
Nari Matree youth club, whom we interviewed in Dhaka, especially in the periods with flooding, where 
garbage would then cover all grounds. Slums on privately owned land have some legality, but still they 
are not prioritized by the government. The poor infrastructure of the settlements complicates the waste 
collection, since the narrowness of the roads in slums often only allow hand carts or rickshaws to pass 
and  finding room for public containers in the already crowded areas can be challenging. The majority 
of urban poor thus have to manage their own garbage collection. However, the informal sector has 
become increasingly involved in basic service delivery in slum areas. Donor supported programs and 
NGO projects concerning the urban poor in Dhaka cover some of the waste collection service for the 
poor settlements. Yet, these programs are highly criticized for replacing and erode the responsibility of 
the municipalities (Islam and Shafi 2004: 15-21). Insufficient waste management and sanitation also 
poses a major risk to the health of slum dwellers and increases their vulnerability. UN-Habitat points 
out in their report on solid waste management, how sickness such as diarrhoea and respiratory 
infections increases among children living in households where garbage is dumped or burned in the 
yard. Additionally, the blocking of draining systems by uncollected garbage causes flooding and the 
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possibility of spreading of waterborne diseases (UN-Habitat 2010: xx).   
 
7.2.5 Water and sanitation facilities   
The City Corporation is also responsible for drainage and sanitation in Dhaka however, like the waste 
collection, the drainage system is a highly neglected sector in the slums. The open disposal of human 
excrement pollutes the nearby canals and drains and causes severe water pollution. All of the slum 
settlements in Dhaka only have access to shared latrines of poor hygienic standards and the  large 
majority do not have access to a sewage line (Biplob et al. 2011: 106; Baker 2007: 7; Ahmed 2014: 148). 
The poor level of public services implies that water shortages, poor sanitation, drainage and heavy air 
pollution have increasingly become some of the characteristics of Dhaka and particularly so for the 
slum areas of the city. (Akash 2011: 6; Baker 2007: xi).  
 The Dhaka Water Supply and Sanitation Authority (DWASA) is the local government 
institution responsible for water supply, water borne sewerage and sub-surface drainage in Dhaka and 
they deliver water through pipe connections to homes, public taps and tube wells. However, they avoid 
supplying water directly to slum areas because they, much like the City Cooperation, are only mandated 
to deliver services to those households’, which have a legal mandate to land. (Akash 2011: 11-12) The 
informal settlements are thus excluded from the service provisions. Instead, they rely on private 
sources, DWASA’s piped water supply from distant public standpipes or illegal connections.  In 2011, 
DSK assessed that about half of the low-income settlement dwellers had no access to formal sources of 
water, but instead depended on water supply points outside their settlement or used water from 
unsanitary sources. (Baker 2007: 53; Ahmed 2014: 747-748; Akash 2011: 9-11) The lack of access to 
formal water supply to the urban slum has given growth to an informal water market, often controlled 
by the Mastaans. These local leaders set up illegal water connections from the DWASA supply and 
according to what we heard from various slum dwellers and community leaders, bribe the staff of the 
agency to ignore it. From these illegal water points, they can make a good profit on selling water to the 
slum dwellers at a much higher price than charged by DWASA. Moreover, their control over the scarce 
supply of water further enhances their power in the community. DSK notes that parties involved in this 
illegal water business are a huge source of resistance to improvement of the water supply to slum areas 
in Dhaka (Ibid: 11; Ahmed 2014: 747-748; Akash 2011: 10;). The lack of water in the areas results in 
long queues to collect water for household use, which is primarily the responsibility of women (Baker 
2007: 7, 53; Ahmed 2014: 748). However, there are several organizations involved in service provision 
to the urban poor and there have been some successes, mainly in the provision of water and sanitation 
services. (Ibid: 9; Baker 2007: 7, 53). 
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7.2.6 Education, employment and child labour  
Studies on access to formal education for slum dwellers in Bangladesh find that the availability of 
schools for children in slum areas is lower than for children in rural and urban non-slum areas. In 
general the number of children going to school in Bangladesh is increasing, but children in slum areas 
are far behind the national average (Unicef 2010: 7; Cameron 2009: 4). As a project officer at 
Bangladesh Urban Forum explained, school attendance is often a luxury that the slum dwellers cannot 
afford (app. 13.3: BUF: 3). Unicef showed in a study, based on the results of a survey conducted in 
slum areas in four large cities in Bangladesh in 2009, that while the net attendance ratio in primary 
school was 84 % in urban areas and 81 % in rural areas, it was only 65 % in slum. The dropout rate was 
1% for both urban and rural, but 8 % in the slums, and while the national average for net attendance in 
secondary education was 49 % it was only 18 % in urban slums. Some of the results of the study are 
presented in the table below and confirm the vulnerability of the urban poor, which is missed in 
statistics only comparing only the urban and rural populations’ access to basic social services (Unicef 
2010: 13). 
 
(Unicef 2010: 13) 
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 Data from the World Bank in 2007 shows that 26% of slums have a government school in the 
area (Baker 2007: xiv). Overcrowding in the urban public schools has thus become an issue as the 
general number of enrolments has increased without a corresponding increase in the number of 
schools available. Development scientist, Stuart Cameron (2010), notes that school’s refusal to admit 
children was a predominant reason for the decline in enrolment; especially in schools within densely 
populated locations. The quality of education has declined, partly because of this rising number of 
students per school (Cameron 2010: 3-6). The lack of schools in slum areas has made NGOs run a 
parallel system of informal education centres. Many children enrol in these informal schools because of 
the lack of available government schools or because the expenditures are lower. It means that it is 
mostly NGOs securing the access to education in slums. In the study of Cameron, a third of the 
school-going children in the slums of Dhaka were in NGO schools. Quality of education in these 
schools is assessed to be higher, but completing a basic education in a NGO school makes it more 
difficult to enter the formal system to get a secondary education later on (Cameron 2010: 23). Although 
both government and NGO schools do not charge entry fees, the cost of school supplies, uniforms, 
school lunches, transportation, and diploma and exam fees make up a substantial cost for poor families. 
Some NGO schools cover exam fees or offer free study help, which also attract many poor families to 
these schools (Sheikh et al. 2013: 12; Cameron 2010: 2). The majority of children in the slums are 
working because of poverty; a study from Unicef shows, that 19.1 % of children in slums between the 
age of 5 - 14 are working (Unicef 2 2010: 1). he dropout before secondary school is thus not only a 
result of high school fees, but also the fact that youth, according to UN-Habitat, are the biggest wage 
earners in slums (app 11: UN-H: 16). He explained that the majority of youth are engaged in the 
informal economy and many of them have not attended any formal education (Ibid: 24). Many NGO 
schools offers skills training and in the case of slum areas in Dhaka, this might be of bigger value, since 
it will enable the children to get a better paid job in Dhaka’s large informal sector, where skills and day 
labouring are highly sought after. The study by Cameron confirms that the majority of slum dwellers 
are employed in the informal sector (Cameron 2010: 7). Girls are commonly employed as house maids 
whereas boys are most often employed within the informal sector in trades, construction work or as 
rickshaw pullers. Many young women and men are also occupied in the garment sector (Ibid: 6, 
Heissler 2010: 213). A young teenager can earn a significant contribution to the family’s income by 
working, so sending them to school thus incurs a considerable loss of income for poor families 
(Cameron 2009: 6). In addition, poor households who have more children per working-age adult might 
feel compelled to keep children out of school because of time constraints. Slum households often 
spend a lot of time maintaining the household and waiting to use shared facilities, besides earning a 
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living and getting to and from the slum areas. It might be so time consuming that the children have to 
stay home to help around the house (Ibid: 21-22). The families of out-of-school children often assume 
that through working they learn skilled manual work, skills which are more likely to ensure them 
employment later on than education would (Ibid: 18-19). The huge migration from rural areas to the 
cities has made up a strong competition for employment opportunities and it is reported that to enter 
into the formal labour market people need to draw upon both economic resources and social networks. 
Good references are required and often it is necessary to bribe the employer. (Ibid: 7) The mobility of 
the slum dwellers makes the social cohesion in the areas poor and ill-suited to provide the necessary 
social links, which would often help entering the job market. Many will also face difficulties in 
obtaining a proper sum, which can be used to bribe employers.  It is thus not clear how important 
formal or informal education is in order to get an income and whether households can expect a 
financial return to an education. However, it is found to play a crucial role in the progression to higher 
positions within a particular industry (Ibid: 15-16; Cameron 2010: 7). The mobility of the slum dwellers 
constitutes in itself another reason for high dropout rates. Many move between several slums in Dhaka, 
either in search of better conditions or lower rents, or following evictions. In some cases, migrating can 
result in the end of a child’s schooling because of lack of options in the new place (Ibid: 17). In 
addition, Cameron’s study showed that being associated with the slum carried a stigma that often would 
trigger verbal abuse from teachers and other students and make young people quit the school (Ibid: 18). 
He finds that boys were allowed to exercise more agency and tended to stop going to school of their 
own choice, while girls’ drop-out were decided by the parents either because they needed the girl to 
work in or outside the home, or because they wanted her to marry. Ensuring their daughters future by a 
proper marriage is traditionally of high priority for parents in Bangladesh, whether or not the girls 
reached a high level of schooling (Ibid: 21). 
 
7.2.7 Violence and crime 
While levels of lethal violence in Dhaka is much lower than the rates for some of the very violent urban 
centres in Africa and Latin America, crime and violence in slums of Dhaka is still profound and 
severely affects the living conditions of the urban poor (Baker 2007: 63). A wide range of both social 
and structural violence can be found in the slum areas and it exists both within the home, in the slum 
community and outside the settlement. The director of Coalition of Urban Poor explained to us how 
antisocial activities in Dhaka are predominantly found within the slums (app. 14: CUP: 10) and the 
project manager of UN-Habitat explained that drugs and harassment are huge problems in the areas. 
According to a project officer in Save the Children, the high levels of violence in the slums is one of the 
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reasons why slums dwellers are among the hardest to reach (app. 9: STC: 5, app. 11: UN-H: 14). In the 
conclusion on a comprehensive survey on violence in the slums of Dhaka, conducted by the World 
Bank, Baker (2007) argues, that the violence is so overall existing in the daily life of the urban poor that 
it has become ‘normalized’ and widely accepted (Baker 2007: 63). Our observations of the slums and 
the World Bank’s survey finds that the most common crimes in the slums are toll collection, Mastaan-
induced violence, land grabbing and evictions, drug trade and addiction, violence and harassment 
against women and children, trafficking and kidnapping, and sexual, physical, and psychological abuse 
of wives (Ibid: 63; app. 16: NM: 14 – 15). Because of little, complex or corrupt interference from public 
authorities in the slums, gangs and criminals operate relatively freely and the areas therefore easily risk 
becoming centres of illegal trade. The high level of violence in slum areas might also be related to a 
high rate of drug addiction. In the World Bank study from 2007 it is reported that many slum dwellers 
are involved with illegal activities such as arms and drug trade, trafficking and the black market as a 
means to maintain their livelihoods. Drugs, therefore, are easily accessible in the slum areas and people 
living in the slums have significant exposure to drugs. Children and young people are targets for drug 
dealers as they are vulnerable and can be easily manipulated to become addicted to drugs (Baker 2007: 
78; Aparajeyo-Bangladesh 2010: 6, 34). Sexual abuse of children is also widespread in Bangladesh, both 
within and outside the home and the trafficking of young girls and boys is believed to be extensive. 
Many are trafficked into sexual exploitation or hard work within or outside Bangladesh, with 
disadvantaged and poor children looking for opportunities being the most vulnerable to these kinds of 
abuses (Unicef 2005: 2; Aparajeyo-Bangladesh 2010: 2). 
Mastaans 
Both in our interviews and in the literature on slum areas in Dhaka the oppressive role of local 
musclemen, the so-called Mastaans, are often brought up. The Mastaans are self-proclaimed leaders 
with close links to politicians, municipal authorities and the police in the neighbourhood and are often 
associated with illegal activities such as extortion and violence. They manage to exert control over the 
slum community by creating a system of patron-client relations and in turn demanding money from the 
slum-dwellers living under their patronage. In the absence of formal government structures, they 
become able to establish a parallel structure of power through bribes, violence and links to powerful 
actors. Political parties and authorities often close their eyes to the illegal business of the Mastaans, 
because either they are reliant on the local Mastaans for electoral support or because of the income, 
they gain though bribes (Baker 2007: 55).  NGOs and donors report that the powerful role played by 
the Mastaans in slums, is a huge barrier to the service delivery to the urban poor, because the 
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development agencies need the permission from the Mastaans to work in the area (app. 1: WB: 9, app. 
3: PA: 5, app. 7: CUS: 9). It is our impression that the role of the Mastaans varies from slum to slum. 
However, there is no doubt that powerful actors on different levels of the society form networks and 
advance their own interests, often at the expense of the disadvantaged slum dwellers. 
The formal and informal justice system 
Weak law enforcement and impunity is central to the spread of violence. In the survey conducted by 
the World Bank in 2007, they show that there is a deep lack of trust in the police and the formal justice 
system among the slum dwellers in Dhaka. The police force is too small to respond to the needs of the 
growing urban population and the officers lack education, professional training and sufficient pay. The 
survey reports high rates of harassment and regular toll collection by the police, the demanding of 
bribes from victims just to record a case and a lack of protection from actions of retaliation because of 
connections between the police and the Mastaans. Slum dwellers therefore expressed that they did not 
perceive much security provided by the public authorities and very few would report incidence of 
violence. The survey also showed that in the majority of cases in which incidences of violence were 
reported to the police, no action was taken in the majority of the cases and the perpetrators went free. 
As a result, informal community leaders were much more used in order to settle conflicts. The formal 
justice system was regarded as discriminating against the poor, because of huge costs of going to court, 
delays in court proceedings and lack of legal aid facilities. Moreover, many laws were open to 
interpretation and the bail system favoured the wealthy and influential, who managed to escape the 
process of law (Baker 2007: xvii, 66, 70-73) 
 
7.2.8 Gender-based violence 
Bangladesh is signatory to several international treaties and conventions in the area of gender equality, 
and the constitution of Bangladesh guarantees equal rights for men and women in all spheres of state 
and public life. However, gender inequality is deeply embedded in the social structure and Bangladeshi 
women still face massive physical, sexual, psychological and economic violence and harassment in their 
everyday life. Women in the poor urban areas are particularly exposed to a wide range of violence from 
different actors around them and the prevalence of sexual harassment is reported to be slightly higher 
in urban areas than in rural areas in general (Hossen 2014:8). Several of our interviews also revealed 
that the verbal and physical harassment of young girls in public places is a widespread and very 
common problem in Dhaka (app.2: NM: 3, app. 16: NM 2: 13 – 14, app. 18: CPD: 3) In Rashid’s 
(2006) study of the Mirpur slum area she finds that in the harsh urban environment, young women 
remain vulnerable to rape and sexual harassment, and this is a common concern among parents and the 
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adolescent girls who suffer the consequences and receive little sympathy from the wider community 
(Rashid 2006: 10, 26). Nahar et al. (2013) found in a study of ‘eve teasing’ in Bangladesh (as harassment 
of girls is called in South Asia) that even though being a victim of harassment could result in loosing 
honour and being stigmatized by the society and even one’s family, boys found the harassment normal 
and not harmful for the girls; they enjoyed teasing them and saw it as a way to show their masculinity. 
(Nahar et al. 2013: 78-84)  The risk of being a victim of sexual harassment in public places creates 
restrictions on a woman’s mobility and social interaction with boys. Social regulation of premarital 
sexuality is imposed mainly on girls. If they do not follow the strict norms relating to their sexual 
behaviour, they risk strong social stigma and reduce their chance of finding a suitable marital partner 
(Barkat et al. 2003: 3; Nahar et al. 2013: 80). These studies help us to understand why parents in slums 
are reluctant to send their girls outside the homes, something which we will come back to later in this 
study. In the study of Nahar et al., they state that ‘eve teasing’ of girls walking to school or using public 
transport also is considered one of the major causes of dropout from school. Sexual harassment is 
considered to become a mechanism of social control, deeply linked to patriarchy and power structures. 
The conservatism and cultural taboo of sexuality in Bangladesh results in gender segregation, 
monitoring of the interaction between the opposite sexes and control of women’s sexuality (Ibid: 83, 
Rashid 2006: 3). Boys and girls who are involved in a relationship do not find it easy to meet up in 
public places because of fear of being caught by family members, neighbours or relatives and girls are 
not supposed to stay outside the house after dark (Ibid: 81). 
 
Marriage 
In Bangladesh, marriage is socially, culturally and religiously prescribed and it is a woman’s source of 
approved status. The legal age for women to get married is 18 years old, yet early marriage continues to 
be very common. An extensive survey on violence against women conducted by the Bangladesh Bureau 
of Statistics in 2011 shows that about 56 % of the married female respondents were married before 
they reached the age of 18. Even in the younger group of the respondents, in the age-group of 20-24 
and 25-29,  it was found that over 10 % of the married women were married below the age of 15 and 
about 50 % of them were married below age 18 (BBS 2011: xviii). Rashid (2006) shows in her field 
study from one of the major slums in the Mirpur area of Dhaka, that early marriage in the urban slum 
setting is closely related to many incidents of sexual harassment, poverty and insecurity as well as 
gender and power inequalities (Rashid 2006: 5). Widespread insecurity in the slum and harassment of 
young girls in public places and in the garment industry makes the parents quickly look for a male 
guardian and protector for their daughters. The social structures which disapprove the mobility of 
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young girls in the city, combined with the local slum environment of insecurity, places pressure on 
parents to marry their daughters off at a young age (Ibid: 12-14).  
 The tradition of dowry-payments is also a significant source of violence against women (BBS 
2011: xvii). Dowry has been made officially illegal, but demands are still made before and after a 
marriage takes place.  With increasing landlessness, urbanization and unemployment, a majority of 
young men and their families see dowry as a financial investment for the future. Negotiations of dowry 
often lead to violence towards the bride by the husband and his family. For many poor families in the 
slum, another incentive for early marriage is the advantage of paying very little or even no dowry if the 
girl is very young (Rashid 2006: 4; 15). Physical violence against women from spouses is also very high 
and is likely to be underreported; there is a tendency not to seek medical treatment in fear of the 
husband’s disapproval or because of fear of losing social prestige. As discussed earlier, the lack of trust 
in the police also hinders the recording of incidents of violence. However, the survey from 2011 on 
violence against women finds that as many as 87 % of currently married women have experienced 
some type of violence by current husbands. The survey of Bangladesh Bureau of Statistics finds that a 
high percentage of the respondents believed that spousal abuse was acceptable in a number of 
circumstances. In case of sexual violence, the survey showed that one third of married women had 
experienced sexual violence perpetrated by their current husband in their lifetime and the age group of 
20-34 seemed to be the most vulnerable (BBS 2011: xvi- xvii). Like early marriage, early pregnancy is 
common among female adolescents in Bangladesh and pregnancy and motherhood therefore often 
occur before adolescents are fully developed physically. A report from the World Bank (2014) indicates 
that in Dhaka, almost 29 % of girls aged 15-19 years old have already started childbearing. The study 
also indicates that these rates are significantly higher in the slums, where nearly 52 % of the girls aged 
15-19 years have had at least one child (Barkat et al. 2003: 9; Cortez et al. 2014: 2). 
7.3 Sum-up – The living conditions for youth in Dhaka’s slums 
The majority of people migrating to Dhaka and settle in the slums are young people looking for job 
opportunities (app. 11: UN-H: 16, app.7: CUS: 27). This analysis of the living conditions in the slums 
for young people has revealed how the young people living in slums are affected by a complex net of 
social, political and economic inequalities. A high rate of violence is reported both in terms of gender-
based discrimination, such as harassment, early marriage and dowry, but also extortion and exploitation 
by mastaans and criminal gangs. Slum dwellers are in most cases deprived from the access to formal 
education, public services of trash collection, water supply, and sanitation facilities and the public 
institutions are weak and corrupt and unfiltered in a complex and non-transparent net of patronage 
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relations. Because of the lack of land tenure and informal character of the settlement, slum dwellers live 
in constant fear of eviction. The poor conditions affect the young slum dwellers capabilities negatively. 
The ability to uphold bodily health is limited, because of the poor health infrastructure. Limited access 
to education and activities of entertainment limit their ability to use and develop their senses, 
imagination, thought, reflection and opportunity to play. Bodily integrity and affiliation to other people 
is restricted as a result of the stringent social control, harassment and gender segregation. The rigid 
gender roles, social norms and practices of arranged marriage also constrain their freedom to form a 
conception of the good and to engage in critical reflection about the planning of their life. Patriarchy 
and strong traditional hierarchy within the family and community, together with the corrupt and non-
transparent power relations of powerful actors on different levels of society makes political 
participation extremely difficult for poor urban youth and the control over material environment is 
insufficient as a result of the informal character of the slums, which do not allow for the property of 
land or investment in valuable material goods.  
The project officer at save the Children in Dhaka stated:  
 “One common characteristics is that most of the young children and youth are engaged in the 
informal economy. […] many are working or have been working for a long time. […] they have very 
limited access to education; they have very limited access to socialization, because they are very busy 
with their own livelihood or engaged in work.  Therefore, they have limited opportunities to socialize 
with other children, like the middle-class children and other children. […] (app. 9: STC: 5 – 6)  
Her statement shows how the structural and social inequalities, as well as a poor political economy and 
the governments’ neglect of the slum areas have left the urban poor adolescent (especially women) 
extremely vulnerable and constrained from their freedom. (Hossen 2014: 1; BBS 2011: xix; Rashid 
2006: 26; Nahar et al. 2013: 83)  
While the risks and vulnerabilities experienced in the slum areas are found to be a result of Bangladeshi 
norms, traditions, poverty, inequality, violence and poor political engagement, we also found during our 
fieldwork that slum areas in general, were characterized by hope for a better future and a place where 
people had great will to work and fight for a better life. We found the young people to be extremely 
hard working and many were the breadwinners of their families at a very young age. However,  general, 
there is no simple solution to address the poor living conditions in the slums, which, none the less, 
makes it interesting to discuss further.  
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8. The Youth Club’s potential  
 
In this chapter, we will discuss how the organization and activities facilitated in the youth clubs can contribute to 
the expansion of personal freedoms and development in the slum communities. Broadly, we will look into how 
youth clubs can contribute to an early adoption of good behaviours and norms, and how the mutual 
reinforcement of critical consciousness and active critical action for social change plays out. The analysis will 
evolve around examples from youth clubs that we visited in Dhaka, but also experiences from youth clubs or 
youth work elsewhere, in other parts of the world where they face some of the same challenges as the young 
slum dwellers in Dhaka. With this in mind, will we in the following investigate the youth clubs potential in the 
areas of education, skills training, gender, health and right to shelter.  
8.1 Education and employment  
One of the commonalities among the young people we spoke with in Dhaka was a desire for training 
and better employment opportunities. The primary concern for many of them was linked to income, 
since they were expected to contribute to the income of their families. Having experienced this 
concern, we will in the following examine the youth clubs potential in providing different types of 
education and trainings for young people.  
 
8.1.2 Livelihood trainings and skills development  
In a conversation with seven boys aged 16 - 20, all living in a slum in the area of Mohammadpur, they 
told us that they were all working in either the garment industry, as rickshaw pullers, workshop 
employees or as entrepreneurs, and three of them were the main breadwinners of their families. When 
asked about their aspirations for the future they all mentioned a desire for receiving some training, 
which would help them to find better jobs and earn an income sufficient to support their families. 
Several of them complained about the working conditions in their current jobs and one expressed a 
desire to go abroad to earn more money. None of them had finished primary education or were 
engaged in a youth club. 
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Young boys in Mohammadpur expressing challenges of hard work conditions, undemocratic leaders as well as their dreams 
for the future. The man in shirt, speaking in this picture, is the translator (March 2015) 
 
The example shows the demand for and the importance of the skills training which is available in many youth 
clubs. As stated by different development actors in Dhaka, it is crucial that young people in the slums are 
provided with education, skills training, and job opportunities (app. 15: BRAC: 12, app. 14: UNDP: 7, app. 14: 
CUP: 31). Because children living in slums have limited access to formal education in government schools, the 
NGOs play a vital role in providing opportunities for skills development. The BRAC organization currently is 
the largest provider of education after the government: running 40,000 non-formal schools in areas where 
government provision is poor. (EFA 2015: 273, 277) These informal education centres offers learning programs 
to meet the education needs of the out-of-school youth. The BRAC programs aim to bring out-of-school 
children into the primary education system and prepare them for the secondary level. (Ibid: 93,100) However, 
many students cannot complete their secondary education due to poverty. BRAC therefore encourage young 
people to join youth clubs, where they receive life skills and livelihood training and where they have the 
opportunities for engaging in reading, sports, cultural and social activities. (Ibid: 124-125) 
Thus, skills training in youth clubs can be an important chance for the disadvantaged youth to build skills and get 
help to find employment. As described earlier, learning skilled manual work will at times give the young people 
better opportunities than formal education, because of the huge competition for jobs in the formal sector and 
prevalent use of bribes and networks. According to the UN-Habitat national programme manager in Dhaka, the 
big demand for workforce in the informal sector make skills training more promising than formal education, as it 
enhances young people’s employment opportunities (app. 11: UN-H: 24), which make the access to alternative 
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skills development very important. One of the NGOs, which runs skills development programmes for youth 
living in the slums of Dhaka, is Community Partnership for Development (CPD). They provide trainings in 
sewing, electronics and cell phone mechanics. Plan, another NGO, runs skills training in urban Bangladesh with 
the aim of increasing opportunities for disadvantaged and marginalised adolescents to acquire market-oriented 
knowledge. Trades include industrial sewing, electronic technology, pumping and driving (Web 8: Plan United 
Kingdom). The Ganokendra Programme (which means People’s Centres in Bengali) runs a non-formal 
educational programme, which endeavours to create lifelong learning opportunities for out-of-school children, 
youths and adults living in marginalised rural and urban slum communities. Participants receive skills trainings in 
a variety of fields including; literacy, livelihood skills training and support to establish income generation 
activities, health, environmental conservation and civic education. (Web 9: UNESCO)  
When visiting the office of CPD we got an interview with one of their peer-to-peer groups for young 
people. The participants of the group had all received training on issues of child rights, labour law, family issues, 
facilitation and health (app. 18: CPD: 2). Furthermore, they had received training on either sewing, mobile 
mechanics or electronics. We asked this group of five young people why they joined CPD and the peer-to-peer 
group. For all of them, their answers were related to bad working conditions in their work place and the 
opportunity to receive skills training in the club. One of the girls told us that she was working under hazardous 
working conditions and wanted to do something about it. She believed that CPD could help. Others were 
motivated by the clubs’ offer of vocational training and possibilities to take part in income generating activities. 
(Ibid: 1)  
 
Young boys in CDP youth club working to become electrical technicians 
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The UN-Habitat and UNDP are the agencies behind the largest development programmes for the urban poor in 
Bangladesh, the Local Partnerships for Urban Poverty Alleviation (LPUPAP) and the Urban Partnerships for 
Poverty Reduction (UPPR). Even though these programmes do not use the model of youth clubs, they focus on 
the pressing issue of skills development in Bangladesh and have promoted the idea of apprenticeship programs, 
where young workers are employed in a business for a short period of time as learners (app. 11: UN-H: 12). The 
national program manager at UN-Habitat stated how these apprenticeships are very important for the young 
people to get permanent employment and build their skills. The evaluation of the programme showed that 68 % 
of the participants were employed through these apprenticeships. The main challenge of the programme was to 
find an appropriate place where the young people would get a decent salary and work under legal conditions. 
(Ibid: 10 – 15) This issue underlines the value of mentors or facilitators of the youth club, as they can help the 
young people in negotiating with their future employers. The Urban Partnership for Poverty Reduction (UPPR), 
a project funded by UNDP, has supported over 2,500 poor urban communities in 23 towns and cities across 
Bangladesh since it began operations in 2008. The primary goal of the project is to lift households in poor urban 
settlements out of poverty. Concerning livelihoods, UPPR also provides very specific support in the form of 
apprenticeship grants to train women and men, as well as small business start-up grants, which support women 
to establish their own small businesses. Most employment opportunities created through these grants are in the 
informal sectors within poor urban communities. (web 10: United Nations 2; DFID 2010: 27; app. 8: UNDP: 6-
7) However, as evident in many of our interviews and the literature on Bangladesh; most NGOs and donors are 
focussing their interventions on the rural areas, since it is where poverty seems most evident and where nearly 
two thirds of the population reside (DFID 2010: 24; World Bank Data 2014). This is also the case for the 
government’s skills development strategy, which targets marginalised groups in mainly rural communities. The 
strategy emphasises various types of training needs and recognizes the importance of linking microfinance and 
skills development with basic education. The strategy aims to increase female enrolment in technical and 
vocational education by 60 % by 2020, but it is questionable whether the needs of marginalized urban youth will 
be met in the implementation of policies. (Web 18: World Education blog) The focus on rural areas by the 
government and development actors increases the importance of the skills trainings provided by the urban 
organizations, as these organizations support the urban poor to get proper employment in the city. Another 
example of alternative vocational training for youth was presented at the workshop ‘Social Business Design Lab’, 
which we attended at the Yunus Centre in Dhaka. During the workshop, a Japanese NGO presented a recently 
launched social business project, which aimed to provide training and hands-on experience in auto mechanical 
services for young boys from disadvantaged families. The NGO had started both an auto mechanic training 
centre and automobile shop to provide the boys with job opportunities after finishing their training.  The first 
group of trainees was also present at the workshop and expressed a high satisfaction with the programme (Web 
17: Japan Auto Mechanic). 
The access to training and employment can have a significant effect on young people’s lives. Young 
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people living in the slums without opportunities for education, employment or prosperity are arguably more 
prone to take up negative coping mechanisms and get involved in illegal activities in order to generate an income, 
for example becoming victims of exploitation, or getting addicted to alcohol or drugs. The possibility for young 
girls to earn an income and contribute economically to their families also makes it possible for them to delay the 
time of marriage, as showed in a study by Amin (1998). She has explored the implications of labour for early 
socialization of adolescent female garment-factory workers in Bangladesh. She argues that the employment offers 
the young women an opportunity to experience a period of adolescence instead of moving directly from 
childhood to adulthood through early marriage and childbearing. (Amin 1998: 185-186) Factory employment 
created strong economic incentives for delaying marriage, and most workers were found to gain some 
independence and autonomy within their families due to their earning potential. Despite long working hours and 
harsh working conditions, young women working in the factories gained self-confidence and were exposed to a 
new social network and lifestyle. (Ibid.: 185-186) The experience they gained in negotiating contracts and wages 
with men gave them skills useful in their future lives and in their relationships with their husbands. Amin 
therefore concludes that, although women may return to a state of economic dependence on their husbands after 
marriage, having experienced some degree of financial self-reliance may give them greater autonomy as wives 
and in reproductive decision-making. (Ibid.: 185-186) Workers in the factories which she studied, typically felt 
more confident and listed positive feelings about earning an income and being able to help their families (Ibid.: 
195). The livelihood trainings also give families an economic incentive to allow their children to join the clubs. 
An example of such persuasion of families is found in the Ishraq girls club in Egypt, where the importance of 
education of girls was discussed in meetings between the girls themselves, their parents and local leaders. At the 
meetings the girls explained how education in the clubs had enhanced their ability to help their families with for 
instance to read the expiration date on products, helping siblings with homework, and giving elderly their 
medicines. (Brady 2007: 19) 
The examples show how NGOs and youth clubs can provide valuable trainings to the urban poor youth 
to enhance their skills and opportunities for employment and support them in negotiating proper working 
conditions. This serves to economically empower the young people, following the definition set in a OECD 
report on the role of empowerment for pro-poor growth from 2012: “Economic empowerment is the capacity of women 
and men to exercise control over their livelihoods through their ability to make choices on what productive activities to engage and 
invest in, to decide how and when to engage in markets and to influence the terms on which they do so” (OECD 2012: 5).  This is 
important because the majority of jobs in Dhaka are found in the informal sector where workers often lack 
protection and social provision (Ibid: 8). In addition, when employment opportunities are scarce and 
competition for work is intense, poor workers have little power to negotiate their wages and conditions (Ibid: 6). 
By enhancing the young people’s knowledge, skills and job opportunities and ability to negotiate working 
conditions, the clubs can have a direct effect on the wellbeing of young people and work to combat economic 
poverty of their families.   
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8.1.3 Education on rights and critical action  
Apart from livelihood trainings and development of manual skills, the youth clubs also offer activities aimed at 
enabling and encouraging the young people to address the social and structural circumstances that might prevent 
them from fully exercising their skills and free agency. The youth clubs offer the participants a greater awareness 
of rights, leadership trainings, exercises of negotiation, communication and facilitation. (app. 2: NM: 13, app. 18: 
CPD: 28) As a study on adolescent development conducted by Save the Children suggests, the pre-teen and early 
teen years are of special importance for the formation and adoption of social norms and behaviours that persist 
into adulthood. (STC 2013: 1) The importance of early teen years in the formation of social norms only 
underlines the value of the training and social education that the youth clubs can offer. 
  In the Nari Maitree youth club that we visited in the Sutrapur slum in Dhaka, the members worked as 
journalists, publishing two papers annually with stories about the youth club’s work, their success and problems. 
(appendix NM evt. (app. 2: NM: 13).) The desire to act in order to change conditions in the community was very 
apparent among the club members. When we asked why the members joined the youth club, several of them 
answered that they wanted to help combating social issues of harassment, kidnapping, drug addiction, child 
marriage and labour in their neighbourhood, and therefore joined the group. (app. 16: NM: 14 – 15) In the CPD 
youth group the young people had joined the group to help improving the working conditions for children and 
youth. (appendix 18: CPD: 1) The young people in the clubs were very enthusiastic about improving the 
conditions in their society and they had participated in several advocacy activities such as awareness campaigns 
and direct negotiation with authorities. The participants in the Nari Maitree club had, for example, negotiated 
with the teachers and the school management in their schools in order to make the school cut the fees in half for 
the children who were out-of-school due to poverty. One of the interviewees told us proudly that she had 
managed to get two children enrolled in school by convincing the school management to led them pay a lower 
fee (app. 2: NM: 8). The CPD youth club is also interesting in the context of the young people negotiating better 
conditions for themselves. Alongside the manual skills training offered in the youth club, the organisation 
teaches the participants about corporate social responsibility, occupational health and safety, child rights and 
code of conduct related to child labour. Through peer-to-peer groups, they are encouraged to participate in 
addressing the hazardous conditions that many of the urban poor in Bangladesh work under. (CPD 2013: 20) 
The groups hold regular meetings and information sharing in the clubs and they engage in discussions with the 
informal sector employers on abiding by the Code of Conduct, undertaking safety measures in their work places 
and capacity building for the youths engaged there. The groups monitor workplaces, set up information 
materials, collect complaints from the workers and hold meetings with the private sector in order to disseminate 
information on child labour policy. (Ibid: 21-23) The youth group’s negotiations with the employers are assessed 
to have had a great effect. The companies addressed have set up proper ventilation, light, pure drinking water 
and sanitation. They have also purchased working fans in their work places and offered venues to the partners 
for training and allowing their working children to come to the youth club meetings. (Ibid: 24) The advocacy 
work has  made the young people take action on child rights issues, helped them develop the awareness and 
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confidence needed to face the employers and draw attention to the  authorities on child violations at the work 
place (Ibid: 28). This experience can be an important lesson for groups of young people in order for them to take 
action against oppression later on, since it is contributing to their sense of agency and political efficacy, defined 
as the perceived ability to affect socio-political change.   
 The youth club’s ability to provide the participants with such exercises of critical reflection, action, 
negotiation and communication in order to speak up on issues affecting them and their peers is an important 
asset for both in-school and out-of-school children. The ‘Education for All’ global monitoring report shows that 
teaching practices in Bangladesh follow a rigid teacher dominated and rote-learning pedagogy, which places 
students in a passive role, limiting their activity to memorizing facts and reciting them to the teacher. (EFA 2015: 
208) The clubs provide leaning methods closer to Freire’s ideas of promoting critical thinking through the active 
construction of knowledge through activities, group work and reflection (Ibid.: 208). The strengthening of these 
abilities is of high importance in order to address oppressive practices. As the youth advisor at ActionAid in 
Dhaka explained to us; there is a strong hierarchy in the local slum communities, which means that working to 
increase young people’s participation often challenges social norms. Although huge social improvements have 
occurred in the last 30 years in Bangladesh and norms have changed, Bangladesh is still in general a country with 
a strong hierarchy and it is therefore not always easy for young people to challenge social norms and speak up in 
front of authorities. (app. 17: AA: 2) In line with this statement, the young boys that we spoke with in the 
Mohammadpur slum explained us that their voices were not valued in their local community. We asked them if 
they could imagine addressing some of their concerns to their community leader, but they did not expect that he 
would listen to them.   
 An example of addressing this issue comes from a youth club facilitated by Save the Children in upper 
Bangladesh, where the children tried to raise their voices through street theatre, but got a negative reaction from 
the community leaders. Michael Etherthon, throughout his research, describes theatre as a means to raise 
awareness among children, and notes how the facilitators of the theatre group entered into dialogue with the 
local authorities and made them aware of the young people’s legal right to express their views, as they are stated 
in the Islamabad declaration on Child Rights in South Asia, which the government of Bangladesh has endorsed. 
(Etherthon 2004: 190-191) Etherthon uses the episode as a success story of how the programme educated the 
young people on their rights and gave them confidence in performing and communicating in public,  providing 
them with skills of negotiation and conflict resolution through theatre performances(Ibid 190). Apart from 
learning about their rights in a more juridical perspective in the youth club, Etherthon also noted how the 
collective action of the group helped the young people to explore moral dilemmas and common oppressive 
behaviours in their local environment, commanding the attention of adults on issues they felt affected them 
(Ibid: 194). In addition, Etherthon notes how the participants, through expressing their views, enhanced a greater 
self-awareness by sharing ideas and experiences with other peers, and through that they realized their own 
potential (Ibid: 209). Furthermore, they gained a great ownership of the play that they created together. By 
participating in the theatre group, the young people were able to build support among their peers and learnt the 
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ability to communicate with their parents on matters that collectively concerned them. (Ibid: 193) The example 
shows the mutual reinforcement of critical consciousness, confidence building and critical action, in the sense that the 
children enhanced self-awareness and realization of own potential led them to communicate more with their 
parents. Advocacy cannot successfully reach the community without the young people feeling comfortable in 
presenting their message in front of an audience. Gaining self-confidence is thus a critical part of the training in 
the youth clubs. Critical consciousness can be understood as the “power within” that leads to an aspiration to 
change one’s situation. A sense of autonomy and self-value is also an important and direct contributing factor to 
enabling participation in politics and to take advantage of economic opportunities. (OECD 2012: 16) An 
important component of the transition to adulthood is the establishment of a coherent personal identity. We 
have found several examples of youth clubs where alternative learning such as dance, theatre and sport have 
contributed to the young people’s self-awareness and confidence. One is from a youth centre in Trinidad for 
economically marginalized young people, where reactions from participants showed that the adolescent 
development programme undertaken in the club made significant contributions to improving certain behaviours, 
attitudes and lifestyles. It gave the young people greater confidence, self-awareness and self-esteem, enhanced 
their parenting skills, increased their level of tolerance towards others and improved their communication skills 
and their relationships with their parents. (Griffith 2012: 51) The alternative learning and critical pedagogy 
referred to above, not only enhanced the young people’s critical consciousness, it also supports Freire’s notion 
of critical pedagogy as a tool to encourage young to engage in a culture of questioning and act for 
justice and liberation, which demands far more competence than rote learning and the application of 
acquired skills.   
The improvement of self-confidence can be especially important for the empowerment of girls in Dhaka. We 
will explore this further in the next section when assessing the youth club’s potential to address gender issues.  
8.2 Gender 
As stated by Sen, participation in a particular group can influence people’s idea of the social good. In line with 
this, we will discuss how the activities undertaken in the youth clubs can contribute to the transformation of 
attitudes and behaviours and break down different forms of gender based discrimination. As explained earlier, 
girls in Bangladesh are experiencing high levels of physical and psychological harassment, sexual abuse, acid 
attacks and early marriage. These were also highlighted as one of the main problems facing girls in slums, by 
some of the development actors whom we visited in Dhaka (app.2: NM: 11, app. 9: STC: 15, app. 8: UNDP: 3).
   
 Youth clubs are not only fit to train the young people with livelihood skills, but are also forums of 
interaction and discussion of problems faced by young people. Furthermore, they undertake activities to raise 
awareness in their communities. In the Nari Maitree youth club in Dhaka, the young people explained to us how 
they on their monthly meetings addressed issues of child marriage, “boys-girls problems” and issues of girls’ 
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dropping out from school (app 2: NM: 2 – 4). The club had become the first place to go for young girls in the 
community who faced early marriage. The members of the club would help the girls to stop the marriage by 
spreading the word in the community; they would do this by contacting unions, the staff running the club, the 
police or government agents, who were assigned to help young women in the locality. (Ibid: 2, 7 - 8.) To raise 
awareness on the problems of early marriage they had also arranged street dramas, telling the story of a girl, who 
was married before the legal age, and the harm the marriage did to her. Many people in the neighbourhood had 
watched the performance and the young actors had managed to create a debate on the issue of early marriage. 
(Ibid: 1) Claire O’Kane writes in her study on children’s agency and participation, that she observed a village 
drama presented by some young village girls in Bangladesh who were members of a children’s council. The girls 
group had presented a drama to about 200 villagers including children, women and some male elders. The play 
had highlighted the problems of early marriage, its negative impacts as well as the range of actions the members 
of the council were taking to stop the practice. O’Kane found in later discussions with the actors that they had 
been successful in stopping a number of instances of early marriage through gaining the support of religious 
elders to support children’s council members in negotiating with parents. (O’Kane 2011: 9) In an evaluation of 
the activities in a youth club in Jakuapara village in the North of Bangladesh, a 13-year old girl also explained that 
she learned about early marriage, dowry, birth registration, gender, child rights and HIV/AIDS. She was 
supposed to marry her cousin, but convinced her mother that she should wait and stay in school instead. She 
stated in the evaluation that she had learned to protest in the club, which she had used actively towards her 
mother. (UNICEF Bangladesh 2011: 2) Through this kind of action the young people do not just empower 
themselves, they inspire other’s to know and to argue that it is their right to protest against the marriage. They 
get a place to go with their problems and someone to gain support from. The youth clubs have challenged the 
norm of early marriage by raising awareness on the harm it does to girls and thereby mobilize support against the 
practice. In a youth-led survey conducted by the NGO Aparajeyo-Bangladesh, the young slums dwellers also 
recommended that in order to address sexual harassment and abuse in their areas, it is necessary to make 
children and youth aware of their rights and to help them raise the awareness of their peers. It is also important 
to encourage them to associate with and make positive friends, openly discuss problems children may face 
during adolescence, share their problems and support each other and also raise parents’ awareness. (Aparajeyo-
Bangladesh 2010: 39)  
 As explained earlier, self-confidence is necessary in order to challenge norms and traditional oppressive 
practices and discriminations. An example of giving confidence to girls in order to express their views is found in 
the Ishraq girls club in Egypt. The circumstances for girls there can easily be compared to those in Bangladesh. 
An evaluation among the participants in Ishraq showed that the sports component of the training in the youth 
club helped the girls in developing a sense of pride in their bodies (Brady 2007: 16). It was found that the girls’ 
participation in the club had changed their perception about themselves as women and had provided them with a 
greater self-confidence. Sports and physical activities allowed the girls, to enjoy the pleasure of movement, which 
is especially important in settings where mobility is curtailed. More than half of the participating girls said, that 
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without sports they would not have enjoyed the club’s activities as much. (Ibid: 16) The sports and recreation 
was a way to learn teamwork and exercise leadership. (Ibid: 27) Some participants spoke about how Ishraq 
affected them as individuals, while others spoke of the influence it had on their families. Attitudes of parents and 
male peers were altered through programmes designed for them. (Ibid: 6) One girl reported how her brothers 
had become happy with her work and how she could help them with their homework. Others explained how 
they gained self-confidence and learned how to speak with families regarding difficult or controversial issues. 
(Ibid: 19) The activities undertaken in the club thus also have a potential to affect the young people’s attachment 
to other people. The programme worker at Save the Children Bangladesh supported this statement and agreed 
that participation in the youth clubs, could serve to give young people a greater status in the slum and make their 
parents proud (app. 9: STC: 8). One of the girls in the Nari Maitree youth club also explained during our 
interview, that before joining the club, nobody knew who she was. After joining, people in her area knew that 
she was one of the girls fighting against child marriage through street dramas and debates (app. 2: NM: 10).
  
 The examples show how the girls are socially empowered in the youth clubs. Social empowerment is 
about taking steps to change society so that one’s position within it is respected (OECD 2012: 14).  This social 
empowerment requires a sense of autonomy and self-value. According to programme director of Save the 
Children, children’s participation is a key component of an effective child protection system. Children are more 
vulnerable to violations of their right to protection, including sexual abuse and exploitation, when their voices 
are not heard. Through children’s participation, girls and boys can “break the silence” that fosters abuse and 
exploitation. (STC 2010: 12) Girls and boys can also play an active role in monitoring, preventing and responding 
to abuse, neglect, violence and exploitation in cooperation with adults. They can protect themselves and their 
peers and strengthen resilience through participation. (Ibid: 12)  
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Young girls at Nari Maitree youth club explaining the issues they discuss on their monthly meetings. (The youth club’s 
newspaper is hanging on the wall in the background) 
 
 
An interesting observation from our interviews in the clubs is that the youth clubs we visited in Dhaka were 
gender mixed. Girls and boys regularly came together to play, discuss and undertake common activities. It is 
interesting which positive effect interaction between boys and girls within the club can have on gender issues.  
As we experienced when visiting Nari Maitree youth club in Dhaka, apart from having different sessions on 
journalism and leadership training, they also just enjoyed each other’s company, had time to play, dance and 
listen to music. In the same way, an evaluation of a leadership training programme in a youth club in Palestine, 
the participants expressed that a strength of the youth club was that it brought together youth from all areas of 
the West Bank – allowing them to get to know each other and bridge regional differences (USAID 2011: 11). 
The clubs’ ability to provide a space for bringing young people together and bridge differences, is interesting to 
further explore in relation to the gender issues experienced in Bangladesh.  
In the Nari Maitree youth club the young people agree on an issue to discuss during their meetings, and in 
a democratic manner they come up with a potential way to address this issue (app. 16: NM: 10). The group 
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discussions that they have in the club become an essential way to identify problematic aspects of everyday life. 
The youth club as concept can thus be a forum where problems that the young people face, can be discussed 
openly and by that enhancing awareness. In the children’s council in a rural district of Bangladesh observed by 
O’Kane, priority issues discussed by the boys and girls had included: early marriage, child labour, poverty, lack of 
access to education, harassment of girls, child trafficking and lack of play equipment (O’Kane 2011: 9). In terms 
of women’s rights, the young people’s perception on a woman’s value as a person might be changed in a 
different way when discussed among boys and girls, instead of among girls only. According to Sen, people’s 
behaviour is influenced by their identification with others.  
Through a network of Child Welfare Committees and children’s clubs in Sierra Leone, Save the Children 
worked to strengthen the ability of communities to protect children from all forms of violence, abuse and 
exploitation. During the civil war in the country, young girls were especially mistreated and Save the Children 
now works to console them. They have done this partly through youth clubs, which work as safe spaces where 
both girls and boys, including the most vulnerable, can express themselves and learn how to protect and support 
themselves and other children. In the clubs they do radio discussions and talk about things that affect children in 
the community; like teenage pregnancy, early marriage, forced marriage, child trafficking, child abuse, rape, drug 
abuse and discrimination. (STC 2010: 12) Throughout such activities, girls and boys work together to fight 
discrimination and abuse through raising the awareness of young people’s rights. As psychologist Roderick J. 
Watt’s states, youth mobilization can entail an interplay of psychological and behavioural dynamics. For instance 
in a youth club in Ethiopia, the participants expressed how the mix of girls and boys in a youth club had made 
them realize that they were all just human beings (Plastow 2004: 142). When young people change their 
perceptions on women’s rights and thereby their own attitude and behaviour, they become part of a process of 
changing the wider social perception. Our impression from Nari Maitree youth club was that the boys in the club 
had enhanced a greater acceptance of the girls. This acceptance had been achieved through various sessions 
where gender issues had been discussed. The formation and adoption of good behaviours towards girls is 
expected to have an effect on how they will threat their future wives and daughters. Robert Serpell concludes in 
his study on graduates of a child-to-child programme in Zambia, that the pressure to cooperate in mixed-gender 
study groups seemed to have laid the foundation for egalitarian relations with members of the opposite sex 
(Serpell et al. 2011: 89-90). In an evaluation of the youth club Kishori Abhijan in Bangladesh, researchers also 
found that participants had formed a stronger sense of self-worth and connectedness. The club had helped the 
young people to gain a higher awareness of legal age and definition of early marriage. (Unicef 2008: 8) Yet, the 
baseline survey showed a large acceptance among the young people on domestic violence, this shows what 
conservative invorrenment the youth clubs are operating in, and how changes in social perceptions are not 
changes easily. Still the project staff saw positive changes in gender attitudes and therefore recommend that 
gender-mixed networks should be expanded, as well as parent’s involvement, since it would change social 
relations more easily (Ibid: 18 - 20). The inclusion of boys in the discussion on gender is interesting because 
gender issues tend to be addressed mainly among women under “women empowerment”- programs. In 
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Bangladesh, women’s clubs are a widely used concept among NGOs. As the project coordinator at Save the 
Children indicated during our interview, many women’s clubs have been introduced in Dhaka and do not allow 
men’s participation. However, according to her, this gender separation creates a problem, because “how must the 
mother have the capacity to share, convey her message, or convey her decisions to the man, if the men are not included in the process 
and the discussions?” (app. 9: STC: 14). The youth club can thus function as an alternative to women’s clubs, where 
gender issues can be addressed at an early age, and discussed among both boys and girls. Through gender 
discussion in the clubs, the girls can become more confident and boys can become more aware of the 
discriminatory practices that they might be contributing to.   
8.3 Health and hygiene 
In this chapter, we will assess how the youth clubs can address health issues in the slum and contribute to a 
greater awareness of proper hygiene. In general, people living in the slums of Dhaka face severe health issues in 
terms of unhealthy living conditions including: pollution, lack of drainage system, lack of access to proper 
services and deliveries of water and sanitation, lack of access to hospitals and a very high rate of gender based 
violence and early marriage (Unicef 2010: 7-10; Baker 2007: 20 – 63; Islam and Shafi 2004: 15-21, Cameron 2009: 
4 – 22, Hossen 2014: 1; BBS 2011: xix; Rashid 2006: 26; Nahar et al. 2013: 83, Aparajeyo-Bangladesh 2010: 6 - 
34).  According to Cate Lane from USAID, NGO programmers working with health issues have begun to look 
not just at risk factors that influence adolescent health, but also at those factors in a young person’s life that act 
as protective buffers against risk. According to Lane, there is mounting evidence that the most effective 
interventions do not simply attempt to reduce risk, but incorporate strategies to enhance protective factors 
addressing a broader set of adolescent health concerns. (Lane 2012: 6) Youth health programs therefore 
increasingly focus on the assets of young people and their communities to strengthen the protective factors that 
mitigate risk and achieve youth resilience to withstand shocks and challenges  (Ibid: 2). We therefore find it 
interesting to examine how youth clubs can play a positive role in strengthening these factors that mitigate risk, 
and whether they can contribute to awareness raising on health issues and help questioning unhealthy practices, 
while engaging in activities aiming to preserve the environment and negotiate with authorities.  
In Cate Lane’s assessment of USAID’s Madagascar Youth Programming, she finds that given the early age 
of sexual initiation, marriage and childbearing there is a great need to find ways to reach adolescents to ensure 
they are knowledgeable about puberty, fertility and the influence of gender norms (Ibid: 2-3). This situation is 
current in Bangladesh too. On reproductive health concerns, three positive examples of youth clubs’ awareness 
raising activities were found. In the Kishore youth club in northern Bangladesh, researchers documented 
substantive improvements in specific knowledge about reproductive health and diseases among project 
participants relative to nonparticipants. The former were more likely to give accurate answers to questions about 
the transmission of HIV and about aspects of female reproductive biology. (Amin 2005: 3) In a case from South 
Africa, the work of the youth club Siyakha Nentsha was found to lead to important changes in young people’s 
attitudes and behaviours. Compared to the comparison group in the study, all Siyakha Nentsha participants were 
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more likely than those in the control group to know of a place to get condoms. Siyakha Nentsha girls reported 
feeling a higher self-esteem and greater confidence in their ability to obtain a condom if necessary, compared 
with girls in the control group. Boys participating in Siyakha Nentsha club were more likely to have remained 
sexually abstinent between survey rounds, and the boys who did have sex reported having fewer sexual partners 
than boys in the control group. (Hallman et al: 2011: 3) This case might not be directly transferable to 
Bangladesh, but still shows how a youth club can be able to address health issues. In the Ishrag girls’ club 
programme in Egypt referred to earlier, they were successful in raising a critical awareness on female genital 
cutting by arranging a meeting for mothers of participating girls, midwives, physicians, local leaders, religious 
leaders, and the girls themselves. In the meeting, both girls who had undergone genital cutting and those who 
had not presented their experiences to the group. Physicians explained the process of genital cutting, the 
resulting problems and the overall effects on girls’ lives. Religious leaders guaranteed that neither the Koran nor 
the Bible supports female genital cutting. Through these dialogues a sense of purpose for discussing and solving 
issues facing adolescent girls was created among religious leaders and community members. (Brady 2007: 19) The 
examples show the youth clubs’ ability to become forums for discussion and mediation on sensitive issues and to 
communicate important messages to the young people and their families. Through discussions and trainings the 
clubs work to raise the awareness of reproductive health issues, which can lead to changes in unhealthy 
behaviours and harmful practices such as genital cutting. As showed in the chapters above the youth clubs are 
also working towards attracting the community’s attention on the bad consequences of social and cultural 
practices such as gender-based violence and early marriage. However, the health of slum dwellers is not affected 
only by unsafe social and sexual behaviours, but also by structural factors related to the informal nature of the 
settlements, such as poor infrastructure, lack of governmental services and informal power structures. To 
improve the health status in the slum areas an upgrading of sanitation, hygiene and waste management would 
therefore be necessary.  
As described earlier, slum-dwellers in Dhaka are living in polluted areas with no proper waste disposal or 
drainage system, and the unsanitary conditions are often worsened by seasonal floods. The poor sanitation leads 
to an increased prevalence of waterborne diseases, diarrhoea and other parasitic diseases. (Unicef 2008a: 1) The 
issues discussed in the Nari Maitree youth club varied across social and infrastructural concerns, which they had 
addressed through awareness campaigns and direct negotiation with authorities. When we asked the members of 
the club to list the main problems they faced in their area many of them mentioned the poor management of 
garbage, which made the area dirty and unhygienic. (app. 2: NM: 12, app. 16, NM 2: 7, 14-15) Trash was 
disposed everywhere and the drainage system failed whenever there was a heavy rain, so the water from the drain 
were mixed with the rainwater and often entered the houses.  
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One of the instances to Korail slum – nearly buried in trash 
 
The youth club had addressed this issue by placing a memorandum before the Dhaka City 
Corporation and had discussed the problems with the officials. In addition they had made an awareness 
campaign by putting up posters on the walls of the City Corporation’s office and handing out 
spreadsheets in their areas. Two major come-outs were reported from this action. The main road to 
their houses was elevated to avoid flooding and the garbage system was improved by making people 
dumping their trash in a specific place. The City Corporation had also promised to set up a large waste 
container in the slum, but at the time of the interview, they had not actually realized the plan. (app. 2: 
NM: 12) Another example of young people’s action on hygienic and infrastructural concerns is found 
in two UNICEF projects in a number of slum areas in Bangladesh over a period from 1999 to 2008. 
The projects worked to promote better hygiene and sanitation behaviours in slum communities. The 
work was done by training adolescent groups in monitoring a survey and reporting on the sanitation 
behaviours of their neighbours. The groups ran various hygiene and sanitation promotion activities to 
educate their neighbours about the health and financial benefits of sound hygiene practices and proper 
sanitation facilities.  They did this through information sessions, hygiene fairs and public events in 
schools, courtyards and markets. To remind people of the importance of washing their hands after 
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defecation the young people would blow a whistle every time they saw people coming out from the 
latrines without washing their hands. They also spoke to their families and met with community leaders 
to address the problem. The young people were encouraged to maintain hygiene maps as well and mark 
all the houses, water points and latrines of the local area, which could be used by the community to 
plan for sanitation improvements. Behavioural improvements were recorded as a result of the project. 
Washing hands with soap after using the latrine increased, proper rubbish disposal rose, and 
composting plants reduced the amount of rubbish going into landfill. The understanding of what 
causes diarrhoea also improved. (Unicef 2008a: 2-4) 
The cases show how the mobilization of youth and their collective action can make a difference 
in order to monitor and educate their communities on sound hygiene behaviours. Another example is 
found in Sri Lanka where youth clubs were mobilized to help improve the poor waste management in 
schools. By using youth clubs, an NGO, Terre des Hommes, launched a dustbin project at school-level 
in 2011 in order to improve waste management in schools and to sensitize children to the topic. The 
young people received training and made a campaign on the health risks triggered by lack of proper 
garbage handling and how the refuse served to block the drains and contribute to flooding. The youth 
clubs went to the school with dustbins to make people handle the garbage correctly. The cooperation 
with members of the youth clubs was reported to have improved the knowledge on the importance of 
proper garbage and have created a sense of ownership in the communities. (web 15: Terre des 
Hommes) 
Nevertheless, on sanitary issues in the slums of Dhaka the youth clubs’ ability to respond is 
challenged by the poor infrastructure and the neglect of the government to deliver services. The youth 
clubs can act to raise awareness and change people’s behaviours, but it gets more complicated when 
improving the conditions requires infrastructural changes. Yet, the example from Nari Maitree showed 
that the youth group members in some cases can negotiate with the City Corporation to get some 
improvements in the area. However, we find that the more structural the problems get, the more 
difficult it gets for the youth clubs to act to upon them. When working on improvements of the 
infrastructure in the slums it becomes a question of slum dwellers housing rights and the willingness of 
the government to deliver services as well as challenging the monopoly of the Mastaans on the water 
supply and fighting corruption in the institutions of service delivery. Proper waste management also 
requires that the City Corporation are willing to collect the trash, but because of the informality of the 
settlements they are not officially entitled to such services and the narrow roads often don’t allow 
trucks to pass through the area. Health care centers in the slums are mostly run by NGOs if there are 
any and the responsibilities of the government agencies are overlapping and opaque. (app. 1: WB: 4) 
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The activities on combatting the health hazards in slums thus become politicized and the solutions 
available are highly constrained by the poor facilities.  
A major constraint to advocate for service delivery to the urban poor is the role of the Mastaans 
who make a business on providing services to slum residents by circumventing the system. (Ahmed 
2014: 747-748; Unicef 2010: 18) Arrangements challenging their business will meet strong opposition.  
In a report on corruption in the water sector from 2008 an example of such case is described. In a slum 
an NGO had set up a water and sanitation project, and the residents had formed a committee to look 
after the water point and sanitation block established. However, the Mastaan in the area, who also was 
the local ward councillor, found the project competing to his water-vending business, and it resulted in 
the pump being vandalised which made it stop functioning. (Sohail and Cavill 2008: 40) The Mastaans 
rely on political patronage and camaraderie with the police, often through bribes, to protect their 
business, and they maintain close relationships with party leaders, who extort votes from the urban 
poor during elections. (Ahmed 2014: 747-748) This informal structure of power relations contribute to 
maintain the status quo in the slums and such criminal networks might be two difficult and dangerous 
for the youth clubs to challenge openly. The ability of slum dwellers to fight for their right to tenure 
and decent housing is elaborated in the following.  
8.4 Right to shelter  
An overall barrier of development opportunities in the slum areas is the insecurity of shelter and 
livelihoods caused by the threat of forced evictions without notice or plans for rehabilitation. Forced 
evictions conducted by government agencies through violent means or by land grapping of private 
grounds cause the uprooting of entire families without an alternate safe place to go. (ASK 2012: 18) 
Because of the constant threat of eviction and lack of official ownership of their shelters people are not 
motivated to spend money on infrastructure and development actors are reluctant to invest in the areas. 
(Unicef 2008a: 1) Issues of land rights in Dhaka are complicated and highly politicized. Many powerful 
actors are involved in a complicated network and land ownership and responsibilities are not 
transparent. (app. 1: WB: 4) Therefore, few NGOs engage in securing housing for slum dwellers. As 
the Asian Coalition for Housing Rights (ACCA) states in their Third Year Report on Bangladesh in 
2012: “Nobody wants to touch the issue of secure land and housing, which is probably the greatest factor in creating and 
perpetuating urban poverty; it’s too complicated, too political, too hot an issue.“  (ACCA 2012: 51) 
The highly political character of housing rights for slum dwellers might be the reason why we have not 
found useful examples of youth clubs directly engaged in the fight against evictions. However, by 
having a closer look at organisations and other groups of slum dwellers acting collectively to protect 
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their right to shelter it is possible to assess the youth clubs’ potential to address this issue. Ain O Salish 
Kendra (ASK), Bangladesh Legal Aid and Services Trust (BLAST), Coalition for urban poor (CUP) and 
Center for Urban Studies (CUS) are Bangladeshi organisations working to provide legal aid to slum 
dwellers and to establish and protect slum residents’ right to shelter. The organizations have led the 
struggle by filing public interest litigations, organized campaigns and taken up advocacy for the 
implementation of court decisions. CUS has also helped to mobilized slum dwellers to form their own 
association known as the NDBUS, which has formed committees in several slums. (ASK 2012: 17) 
Some cases of eviction have been brought to the High Court, where the slum community and the 
supporting organisations have fought against the government. The high court has subsequent with petitions 
made some judgements in favour of the slum dwellers and directed that there be no evictions without proper 
notice or alternative plans for resettlement. (Ibid: 16) However, the distinction between the executive and 
judiciary power in Bangladesh is blurred, and Khan in his article about NGOs, the judiciary and rights in 
Bangladesh (2012), notes that partisan and patronage politics have infiltrated the courts and much public interest 
litigation is elite-driven and often involves political motivations. Litigations have thus been used for party politics 
by both NGOs and the government. (Khan 272-273) Nevertheless, the NGOs’ petitions to the High Court have 
been successful to the extent of obtaining temporary stay orders, which has spared slum dwellers from being 
forced to relocate with the risk of losing their livelihoods. In some cases the High Court has given further 
directions for resettlement or rehabilitation, but the government agencies have failed to comply with these 
directions, leaving the slum residents to continually face threat of eviction. (ASK 2012: 16)  
ASK list the main challenges for securing housing rights for slum dwellers, faced by the organisations 
working in the field as (1) the non-compliance by the executive with High Court orders resettlement of slum 
residents, (2) continued eviction in spite of policies for resettlement, (3) discriminatory allocation of plots and 
expansion of commercial allotments in housing zones, and (4) land acquisition in the name of development. 
However, cases from slum communities around the world have shown that urban poor households through 
community-driven initiatives have been successful in resisting evictions. Slum dwellers have used the legal 
system, available political mechanisms and campaigns that publicize their problems and needs to resist evictions, 
and to express their views about how their housing needs can be met as part of governmental urban 
development strategies. (UN-Habitat 2011: 35) The main tools used by communities to resist evictions are 
organizing or filing court cases to stop demolitions. (Ibid: 38) One example is found in Uganda in 2002. 
Approximately 1,500 people were threatened with eviction by the Kampala City Council which intended to use 
the land for the construction of retail and middle-income housing. The community was mobilised and assisted 
locally by NGOs, which were supported in their efforts by a Member of Parliament, and the Centre on Housing 
Rights and Evictions (COHRE). The community submitted a protest letter to the Government of Uganda, the 
Kampala City Council, the media, and Members of Parliament on the committee that needed to approve the 
evictions. A few weeks after the submission of the protest letter, the President of Uganda intervened to stop the 
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eviction of tenants. (UN-Habitat 2011: 28) Another case is found in Nairobi in 2003, where the inhabitants of 
several slum communities were threatened with eviction. The reason given for the evictions was that the 
residents were living illegally on road and rail servitudes, electricity wayleaves and other reserved land. Over 
300,000 people were potentially affected. Even though widespread condemnation of the eviction plan made the 
Government of Kenya engage with some civil society groups on the issues of slum upgrading and forced 
evictions, and even sign an agreement, lack of coordination in the government resulted in renewed plans for 
evictions by different ministries. (Ibid: 37) What worked in this case to stop the eviction were the efforts of 
NGOs and communities to make the Kenya Railways Corporation to engage in constructive dialogue with the 
affected community to find other solutions. The NGOs presented the Kenya Railways Corporation for examples 
of good practices in India, which demonstrated that there were advantages to governments working together 
with communities rather than excluding them. The suspension of evictions in the Kibera area enabled people-
driven mapping, enumeration and land identification processes to be initiated in a manner that facilitated a 
people-centred approach to development. (Ibid.: 37)The positive effect of communities’ negotiation with the 
government in order to present alternative solutions to slum issues is also evident in a case from Ghana. In 2005 
and 2009 the Accra Metropolitan Assembly and the Government of Ghana were seeking to evict the residents of 
the settlement of Old Fadama in the Korle Lagoon area in Accra.  Initial resistance to the eviction was organised 
by internal community groups with legal assistance and support from human rights organisations. After failing to 
stop the evicting through an appeal to the High Court, local groups moved beyond resistance to try to open up 
spaces for the slum dwellers to negotiate directly with the government. After an investigation concluded that all 
the government’s concerns about the settlement could be resolved satisfactorily, without evicting the 
community, representatives of the residents had a first meeting with the mayor in 2009. After the meeting the 
residents, the mayor and the central government began preparing the ground to start finding solutions by 
introducing a community-city-government partnership. (Ibid: 33) The above examples illustrate the importance 
of a community-driven processes, supported by organizations on different levels, in convincing the relevant 
authorities that alternatives to eviction is possible. Community movements have negotiated strong working 
relationships with their local and national governments, and with other urban stakeholders. In some places 
governments are beginning to realize the potential in working with these community movements, instead of 
against them, to jointly develop solutions to the slum issues. (Ibid: 35) 
There have as well been some initiatives to mobilise slum dwellers to protest against eviction in 
Bangladesh. ASK is one of the NGOs working to promote housing rights for the urban poor by informing the 
slum dwellers on their rights and encourage them to organize themselves to resist evictions and demand their 
right to shelter. ASK has held workshops and dialogued with slum dwellers about their rights as citizens and 
informed them about state policies and international commitments to the right to shelter. ASK lawyers and 
educators have also given legal advice and offered learning sessions to working children. The efforts have 
resulted in slum dwellers becoming better informed about their rights and more organized in responding to 
threats of eviction. Together with organisations, legal steps such as writ petitions have been taken to seek justice 
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from the courts. (ASK 2012: 19) NDBUS is also worth mentioning in this context. NDBUS is a city-wide 
organization initiated by the Center for Urban Studies (CUS), which has contributed to mobilise the slum 
dwellers to tackle land tenure challenges. NDBUS worked to resist the government’s attempt to evict 2,400 
households in the Sattala slum in Dhaka in August 2010. NDBUS called a press conference and organized a 
human chain event where hundreds of slum dwellers lined the streets in protest. The government stalled the 
eviction and opened discussions on rehabilitation. NDBUS has also worked closely with CUS on drafting an 
urban sector policy which establishes a “no eviction without rehabilitation” bill, which is expected to get 
approved in the parliament. (web 16: Urbis; app 7: CUS: 22-23) 
All of the examples above show ways that community organizations can fight the threat of evictions. They 
also show the need to be organised in order to carry out collective action against eviction, to negotiate with 
authorities, to know one’s rights and to communicate problems and possible solutions. In the analysis we have 
argued that the youth clubs work to provide the young people with these skills. It is thus evident that the lessons 
learnt in the youth clubs when raising their voice and fighting for their rights and inclusion on community level 
are highly useful in order to mobilize and to fight for tenure. In the interview with the World Bank urban project 
leader in Dhaka, he stated that the greatest challenge for the urban poor remained their lack of land rights. 
According to him, the only way the poor communities effectively could fight for housing rights would be by 
being properly organized, having a good representation and a strong leadership, but he had not met such robust 
community-driven organisation of slum dwellers in Dhaka. From his earlier work with slum communities in the 
Philippines and Vietnam he had experienced a much stronger representation of the urban poor, which made 
them able to effectively engage in dialogue and negotiations with the government and the donors. (app. 1: WB: 
6-8) In line with the examples presented above, he meant that the way forward for the poor communities was by 
showing the government that there is an alternative to evictions. This statement is supported by UN-Habitat in 
their report from 2012 about alternative solutions to eviction. They state that if communities develop their own 
solutions before eviction ever happens, and they come to the negotiating table with their own realistic housing 
solutions it’s hard for governments not to listen. (UN-Habitat 2011: 39) However, the World Bank project leader 
stressed that the idea of bringing the slum residents together in order to agree on possible solutions was a highly 
challenging task. He explained:  
 
“First there should be a singular proposal; communities should want the same thing. And your role is to define what 
that is. So some want tenure: security to the land, and other simply want financing to instrumental housing, they want 
money to build slowly slowly to get house, and many others just want better services and they build their own house. We 
have to bring them together to have a consensus of what the purpose are for the community. That is a very difficult 
part.” (app.1: WB: 2)  
 
The project manager from UN-Habitat notes that communities cannot fight for decent housing if they do not 
have an idea of what such housing might look like. Nevertheless, both the World Bank employee and the project 
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manager at UN-Habitat believe that inclusion and participation of the effected communities in the housing plans 
are key to a sustainable upgrading or resettlement of the slum, and that the poor are able to come up with 
creative solutions, because of their expertise on their own needs. It is assumed that people are more willing to 
relocate if they are included in all aspects of the resettlement planning. (app. 1: WB: 8; UN-Habitat 2011: 40-42;) 
Clearly, effective participation in such a process demands the skills to define one’s needs, discuss, cooperate and 
direct one’s desires into an action plan. To collectively agree on realistic requirements for a new settlement, so 
that relocation meets the needs of all community members as much as possible, will demand a democratic 
processes of participation and negotiation within the community (Ibid: 40). Again, it can be argued that young 
people in the youth clubs, who have received training and have been involved in democratic discussion on how 
to address problems in their neighbourhood, are well prepared to enter into such housing planning processes, to 
speak out their opinions, and participate in designing and negotiating possible solutions. Thus, the capability 
inputs and political efficacy experienced in the youth club make them able to play a role in the resistance against 
evictions and fight for tenure rights.  
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9. Constrains to the work of the youth club  
 
We have argued so far that the youth clubs are able to expand the young people’s capabilities, collective 
capabilities, agency, freedoms and critical consciousness in order to advocate for their rights through 
negotiation and awareness campaigns. However, the success of the clubs in order to change behaviours, 
attitudes and living conditions in the slums is dependent on a number of factors. These includes the 
importance of efficient formal and informal intuitions, the facilitation and the physical and financial 
setup, the character of the participations and structural barriers of participation, which are important to 
consider in the assessment of the clubs’ potential. We will present those factors in the following.  
9.1. Sensitization of the family and community  
The institution closest to the young people, and the one which is mainly addressed through their 
activities, is the family. According to Nussbaum, family structures are also of high importance since 
they influences all capabilities for both men and women. We have shown earlier how the young people 
challenge prevailing social norms and their own position in the family though the activities in the youth 
clubs. In Bangladesh, this is not an easy affair. Notions of honour and shame saturate the culture and 
no decisions are made without considering what is good and honourable. Being good is connected to 
obeying parents, respecting elders, and from around puberty not mixing with members of the opposite 
gender. If behaving against these norms it is not only shameful for the individual, but also damaging to 
the reputation of the household. (Heissler 2010: 217-218) The everyday policing of honour is done by 
gossip, which serves as means of social control and ensures community members’ conformity to the 
norms. Karin Heissler (2010) finds that notions of honour and good behaviour is so dominant that it 
becomes a source of social power and therefore often overrides what might otherwise be seen to be 
economic imperatives (Ibid.: 223). According to Heissler, young people’s ability to challenge this system 
of honour and shame that regulates social and economic life is limited since the consequences of 
standing up to the gossips can be severe (Ibid.: 224-225). The importance of not losing one’s honour 
leads to overly concerned parents, afraid of their children’s reputation (Aparajeyo-Bangladesh 2010: 8). 
This means that to some young people, especially young girls, the family often plays a negative role, as 
they are afraid of what might happen in the club, whereas they do not permit their children to go. The 
members of Nari Maitree also stated that they experienced difficulties in convincing their parents that 
the youth club was a good idea. The families were concerned about their children’s protection when 
participating in the clubs (app. 16: NM: 9). At the Ishrag programme in Egypt, recruiting girls was also 
considered a family affair. It required not only sparking the interest of girls, but also convincing parents 
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and the community of the programme’s worth (Brady et. al 2007: 4, 13). A UNESCO evaluation of the 
Ganinkendra Community Learning Centres in Bangladesh also showed that the programme was 
challenged by the tendency of female members to leave the centres after marriage and elderly people 
prohibiting women to attend the activities under religious concerns (Rahman 2005: 7). According to the 
programme director that we interviewed at  Save the Children, young people’s first concern are always 
their family and it therefore takes a lot of courage to go against the family’s wishes (app. 9: STC: 17). A 
precondition for the functioning of the club therefore is for one thing to respond to parent’s concerns 
about their children’s reputations and marriage prospects (Brady et. al: 13, 19). This goes not only for 
girls, but for boys too.  
In Dhaka, the majority of young people are employed outside the house to earn an income to 
support their families, and if not, they are taking care of smaller siblings or helping with domestic work, 
leaving very little time to participate in a youth club. Both the Bangladeshi NGOs, BRAC and Proshika 
and the Ethiopian youth club, which we presented earlier, report that it was very hard to convince the 
young people to show up, as the parents lost an income when the young people used time in the clubs 
(Plastow 2004: 136 web 9: Unesco, web 12: Unesco 2). The activities of the Ganinkendra Community 
Learning Centres in northern Bangladesh were also challenged because many of the members could not 
find the time to participate, because of their workload inside or outside the home (Rahman 2005: 8, 
web 19: Unesco 3).  Housework or other work responsibilities are in general a constraint for the youth 
clubs’ mobilizing of members, as well as adults’ negative attitudes towards young people and the 
perception of youth clubs being a waste of time. As well as poverty and lack of information. (Chiwalo 
2015: 110; Plastow 2004: 133 – 138, web 12).  
When talking about the youth clubs’ potential to challenge oppressive behaviours in the slum 
community, it is also worth considering the character of this community. We have used some examples 
from rural areas to show how the youth clubs work; however, the communities in the poor urban areas 
are not as coherent and organised as in the rural areas. Migrants from all over Bangladesh settle in the 
slums and do not have close relational ties to the neighbourhood. As project officer at the NGO 
Practical Action also stated,  people come from rural areas to the slum with different mind-sets and are 
not really united (app. 3: PA: 10). The NGO, DSK in Dhaka, is also faced the issue of migration. 
Whenever they have an activity or program, there is a risk that some of the participations are not 
showing up, because they have migrated out of the area (app. 12.2: DSK: 3). This shows how migration 
is a constraint to the mobilization of young slum dwellers. The audience for the young people’s 
activities in the area is not as predictable as it would be in the village and people might not live in the 
area long enough to be influenced by the activities and engage in the debates. Many young people 
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migrate alone too look for employment in the city and live without their families. People migrate 
between slum areas to look for better opportunities and the slum community is not considered as 
structured as communities in the rural areas, and with far less social cohesion. (Cameron 2009: 16; 
Heissler 2010: 220) The mobility of people in the slum might therefore also be a challenge to the 
recruitment of young people to participate in the clubs. 
9.2 Political institutions in the slum  
According to Sen, individuals live and operate in a world of institutions, and opportunities and 
prospects depend on which institutions exist and how they function. They can contribute either 
positively or negatively to people’s freedoms, including the freedom of expression and to participate in 
youth work. In this paper the freedom of expression and ‘creating a voice’ are central subjects – 
whereas we will in the following present those institutions that limits the work of the youth group.  
Above we have described the role of the family as institution, but the youth clubs’ actions are not only 
directed towards changing the attitudes of the young people’s family and community, but also the 
attitudes of the political institutions in the slums, including service providers (Even though these 
service providers are not directly political institutions, we regard the process of advocating for services 
as political). In the analysis of the youth clubs we have described how this is done through negotiations 
with authorities and campaigns in the community, as for instance when Nari Maitree youth club 
advocated for dustbins to their neighbourhood. However, the advocacy work of youth clubs in Dhaka’s 
slums is performed in a system where accountability relations are distorted and in many instances are 
directed upward rather than downward and is dominated by patron-client relations on multiple levels. 
Thus, this complex net of actors in “slum politics” challenges advocacy work of the youth clubs (Baker 
2007: 55). Furthermore, the slums and Bangladesh are in general, characterized by weak law 
enforcement, whereas it becomes difficult for any actor to advocate for rights, even though the rights 
are officially guaranteed on paper. A general constraint to the youth clubs’ advocacy work is the lack of 
accountability of the institutions that are present in the slums. One of these is the NGO sector. 
Bangladesh has one of the largest NGO communities in the world and service provision in the slums 
has largely become the responsibility of NGOs, because of the lack of government presence in the 
poor urban areas. When the government refers to NGOs as partners in development processes, this is 
mainly in relation to service provision. (Devine 2003: 229; Lewis 2007: 135; Islam 2014: 193) The 
multiple stakeholders of NGO operations has resulted in accountability frameworks which are rarely 
straightforward, and studies of Bangladeshi NGOs have heavily criticised them for their failure to 
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adopt beneficiary-centred accountability systems (Mir 2014: 5, 16).  However, the lack of accountability 
of NGOs is not only a failure of their own way of operation. NGOs wishing to operate in slums have 
to gain the permission of both the mastaans of the area, the police and then local political parties before 
they can initiate projects. (Cameron 2009: 8). In addition, in order to be qualified to receive foreign 
funds, an NGO must also be registered at the NGO Affairs Bureau, which is an institution directly 
under the Prime Minister’s office (Mir 2014: 5). All projects needs to be approved by the bureau, and 
activities that goes against the ruling political party may create problems. The government is careful not 
to let NGOs become a canal through which foreign donors can get influence on domestic politics. 
(Lewis 2007: 133; Mir 2014: 6) This does not only affect already existing NGOs on their accountability 
towards the people, it also complicates the start-up of new organisations, including youth clubs. One 
could ask why the politically engaged youth does not become active in already established interest-
based organisations, but this is where the political network becomes even more entangled. As 
mentioned earlier the main political parties have since 1990, actively sought to increase their support 
base by extending their presence to the grassroots of rural and urban communities. One of the ways 
they have managed to accomplish this, has been to establish party-affiliated, interest-based 
organisations, such as trade unions, farmers’ cooperatives, youth and women’s groups among 
communities and used these to recruit new members (Deneulin 2009: 198). This indicates that the 
potential of the youth clubs in Dhaka, in addressing social and political structures, is highly dependent 
on their supporters. Civil society is, compared to its size, very weak in Bangladesh, which poses a great 
challenge to the youth clubs in collaborating with other “grassroots” actors.   
 When further studying the NGOs’ role in slums, it shows that increased dependency on foreign 
donors has created additional doubts over the NGOs’ ability to support civil society in Bangladesh (Mir 
2014: 2-3). This can pose a threat to the youth clubs work, whether they are part of a NGO, CSO or as 
mere represents of civil society. NGOs receiving foreign funding are subject to the accountability 
requirements of their donors, which are stringent, reflecting concerns about corruption in Bangladesh 
(Ibid.: 5). The activities that the NGOs engage in are highly dependent on the donors’ wishes and the 
requirement of being able to demonstrate results. This means, that youth clubs working under NGOs 
can face limited support and restrictions on their activities. Another constraint in this regard, is also 
linked to the recurrent evictions of slum areas, which makes the NGOs reluctant to support initiatives 
such as youth clubs’ work in the urban poor areas, because of the possibility of losing investments and 
relationships in the community, following an eviction, and not being able to report a sustainable 
outcome of funds. (Cameron 2009: 8) The director of the Coalition for Urban Poor, which works with 
advocacy and housing rights for slum dwellers, criticized the donors for only providing money for the 
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NGOs’ service delivery, ignoring the great need for mobilisation of people to claim citizens’ rights. 
NGOs could only engage in activities acceptable for donors and therefore, their main activities had 
become service delivery and microcredit programmes, instead of youth clubs for instance. She pointed 
at Unicef as example, which had become mainly busy in managing water and sanitation projects, and 
Save the Children, which neither had any planning for youth mobilization and youth federations. (app. 
14: CUP 13, 14, 16, 23) The employees of the World Bank and the national project manager of UN-
habitat backed up the critique of the NGOs during our interviews.  The officer at the UN-Habitat 
stated that the NGOs did not make much difference, because they concentrated their projects in 
Korail, the biggest slum in the centre of Dhaka city; where people were already well off. (app. 30: UN-
H: 30) The World Bank officer stated that NGOs was not representative of the slum communities 
since they were not community-based. Furthermore, he questioned their ability to use sufficient 
participatory methods to empower the urban poor. His impression was that the NGOs were concerned 
about their own survival, and therefore wanted to keep control of the communities and avoid 
empowering people so much that they would become independent of the organizations. (app. 1: WB: 7)  
Professionalization of NGOs can thus be large barrier to the locally based youth clubs as well as clubs 
that are part of NGOs. The project officer of UN-Volunteers mentioned that one of the main 
challenges in her work, and why she could not assess poor young people, was because of language 
barriers, office hours and very rigid processes of projects in terms of administrative and bureaucratic 
requirements (app. 10: UN-V: 8-9). The big organizations would have an established project 
management system in place, but were not necessarily youth-led, or even involved youth in the 
organization. (app. 10: UN-V: 3).  
 Having looked into the accountability framework of the NGO’s towards civil society, it is 
important to show that government agencies are not accountable either. As the project officer of the 
World Bank stated: “There are a lot of government agencies, and their work is overlapping […] trying to define what 
each of the government is into, should be doing, and possibly how they could collaborate together, that is one of the biggest 
challenges” (app. 1: World Bank: 4) . The inability of different government agencies in collaborating makes 
it hard for the youth club to navigate when wanting to address a given issue at governmental level. 
Furthermore the high levels of corruption have a severe effect on the government’s accountability. 
According to Freedom House, the democracy in Bangladesh is characterized by “endemic corruption and 
criminality, weak rule of law, limited bureaucratic transparency and political polarization which have undermined 
government accountability” (web 14: Freedom House). The accountability of the government institutions is 
furthermore undermined by politicians, municipal authorities, and the police’s collaboration with the 
Mastaans (Baker 2007: 55), which further complicates the advocacy work of the youth clubs.  
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As described earlier the mastaans have made a business out of setting up illegal water connections and 
overcharging the slum dwellers. Their businesses are protected using violence, bribes and support of 
political parties. These “service providers” are only accountable in so far it is in their own interest. Slum 
politics is thus highly characterized by these patronage relationships, which extend from the slum into 
the local authority and political parties (Baker 2007: 55). The inefficiency and non-transparent overlap 
of the institutions affect the accountability frameworks and the channels available for the youth clubs 
to seek influence. As stated by Deneulin, political participation is the necessary companion to 
representative democracy, and it includes addressing the biases of power imbalances (Deneulin 2009: 
194). However, both political participation and the possibility for youth clubs to address power 
imbalances is highly limited. In ‘Development as Freedom’, Sen discusses five instrumental freedoms – 
political freedom, economic facilities, social opportunities, transparency guarantees, and protective 
security. He reveals how these five instrumental freedoms play a critical role in granting individuals self-
determination. He also stresses the role institutions play in the development of freedoms, where facts 
shows that the lack of accountability of the various institutions in slums supress the youth clubs 
activism and hence the political freedom of individuals. CSOs, as for instance Nari Maitree youth club, 
which challenge governments is the sort of advocacy power that civil society is meant to provide in a 
democracy, but also the sort of advocacy that lacks is in Bangladesh (Miesburger 2012: 10). Possibly, 
because the force of CSOs is constrained by the institutional factors mentioned above.  
9.3 Facilitation, setup and political efficacy 
According to Amartya Sen, concrete ways of enhancing the political power of the underprivileged are 
to offer the marginalized incentives to organize political organizations through which they can gain 
sufficient power to counteract the power of the privileged. Full political participation entails not only 
including everyone in a discussion but also ensuring that every person included is equipped with the 
adequate level of political ideals and adequate communication skills to advance their claims. (Deneulin 
2009: 2) In relation to the youth club, as a possible space for enhancing the political power, equipping 
participants with the adequate level of political ideals sets requirements to the facilitation of the youth 
club, the physical and financial setup as well as the perceived political efficacy of possible participants. 
In terms of facilitation and physical setup, it requires that the clubs are able to create a viable platform, 
where the young people have access to meet regularly for engaging in dialogue about needs and 
possible solutions, and get help to act on their ideas. Consequently, the facilitators of the youth clubs 
need to communicate with the young people, in a manner that help them set their own aims and 
priorities and find solutions to their problems. As described by Freire in his theory of Critical 
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Pedagogic. Further, a precondition for the club’s effectiveness in creating change is the recruitment of 
enough young people to make themselves visible when engaging in collective action on issues affecting 
them. Whereas the issue of migration posed earlier, constitute a great constraint. To make the young 
people participate in the activities, the clubs need to have an appealing and accessible set-up, including 
(in some cases) enough resources to provide valuable training. The facilitation of the club and the 
support provided, as well as the internal dynamics of the group is crucial in order to give the young 
people the courage to challenge norms in the community and stand up for their rights. The club might 
be able to find facilitators who are willing to work voluntarily, whereas providing the right physical 
frames and thereby funding, can be challenging for a youth clubs in a country as Bangladesh, hosting 
more than 22.000 NGO’s, making the competition for funding high. (Islam 2014: 193) In the 
Ganinkendra Community Learning Centers in Bangladesh, the evaluation found that the centers had 
some constraints related to the physical set up. According to observations in the field, the impact of the 
centers remained lower than expected due to lack of adequate number of books, materials and 
equipment for games, sports and entertainment. According to the participants, the centers were not 
attractive in their physical set-up and were not comfortable as a public place to meet or conduct group 
activities. (Rahman 2005: 35) In general, the report stated that the learning centers suffered from poor 
supervision and management because the community workers were overloaded with excessive 
reporting requirements. (Ibid: 38) It is not explained why the participants did not participate on a 
regular basis, thus the bad physical set-up, lack of learning materials and training courses, might have an 
reciprocal effect on the participation, which underline the importance of available classes and 
interesting learning material, for people to find it useful to participate. The example of the community 
learning centers indicates that the less people participate, the smaller potential the youth clubs have. 
Necessary financial resources and good facilitation can therefore be crucial.  According to Sen, full 
political participation not only entail including everyone in a discussion, but also ensuring that every 
person included is equipped with an adequate level of political ideals and adequate communication 
skills to advance  their claims (Deneulin 2009: 202). This further underlines the importance of good 
facilitation and the type of critical pedagogic that Freire is referring to, in order to equip participants 
with a high level of political ideals as well as communication skills.  
Watts also presents the terms of political efficacy which questions Freire’s assumption that critical 
reflection on power relationships automatically leads to social action. He argues that people only will 
feel compelled to act if they believe that their efforts will yield the desired outcome. Looking at the lack 
of democracy in Bangladesh, and the relatively weak civil society, and low status of young people, one 
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can question if young people believe their efforts will yield the desired outcome. Another threat to the 
work of the youth club is therefore the potential lack of political efficacy in the slums of Dhaka.  
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10. Conclusion  
 
In this paper, we have explored the potential of youth clubs in improving the living conditions of 
young slum dwellers in Dhaka city. The analysis has revealed the political, economic and social 
structures present in the slums, which affect the lives of youth, and how these structures constrain their 
opportunities and freedoms and deprive them form several of the central capabilities. Slum dwellers in 
Dhaka are in most cases deprived from the access to formal education, public services of trash 
collection, water supply, and sanitation facilities, which pose a risk to their health and makes them 
vulnerable to exploitation of powerful actors. In addition, they experience a high level of violence, 
gender based discrimination and strict social control. Norms of honour, patriarchy and traditional 
power structures heavily infiltrate the culture and dictate behaviours and social interaction. Gossip and 
harassment in public places has become a mechanism to ensure that people abide to the norms, limiting 
young people’s freedom and creating restrictions on women’s mobility in particular. Due to poverty, 
parents often prefer that the older children of the family work to earn an income instead of attending 
school. Hence, many young people’s lives are dominated by the responsibility to support their family 
economically. Of high priority for parents is also ensuring their daughter’s future by a proper marriage 
and for many young girls, adolescence is associated with marriage and pregnancy. Power relations in the 
slums are unclear due to corruption, political interests and little interference from public authorities in 
the slums. The mastaans manage to exert control over the slum community by creating a system of 
patron-client relations through bribes, violence and links to powerful actors, and the governmental 
institutions responsible for urban issues are too weak, corrupt and poorly coordinated to protect the 
slum dwellers and implement sustainable policies. At the same time, civil society is too weak, or too 
inflicted in party politics, to truly address the institutional structures. Evictions occur frequently and are 
a source of fear and uncertainty, which fosters reluctance to invest in improvements of the areas and 
thereby maintain status quo.  
By revealing the structures constraining young slum dwellers opportunities, we have showed that 
they are deprived from the development of several of Nussbaum’s central capabilities. Their 
opportunities to use and develop their senses, imagination, thought and reflection is constrained and 
their time to play very little. Bodily integrity and affiliation to other people is restricted, and their 
freedom to form a conception of the social good and to engage in critical reflection about the planning 
of their life is limited. The ability to uphold bodily health is poor, control over the material 
environment is insufficient, and effective political participation is extremely difficult.  
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We have studied the ability of youth clubs to help young slum dwellers address these oppressive 
structures and enhance their opportunities and free agency. To conclude, we believe that the clubs 
provide spaces for young people to come together to discuss issues that affect them, analyse power 
relations, receive alternate education and training, and mobilize in order to take part in activities aiming 
to improve the circumstances and develop the community. Through cases from different kinds of 
youth clubs in Bangladesh and other places, we have discussed a wide range of means used by the 
participants of the clubs to communicate their advocacy messages and to attract the attention of 
parents, local leaders and public authorities. The activities identified are skills and livelihood training, 
education on rights and non-discrimination, group discussions, theatre and dance performances, sports 
and entertainment, running of awareness campaigns, negotiation with authorities and setting up public 
debates. We have argued that there is both a high demand in the slums for the skills training and in-
formal education services that we have seen the youth clubs are able to provide. Livelihood trainings 
enhance the young people’s possibilities to get employment, earn an income, and negotiate with their 
employers for acceptable working conditions, which is crucial for their economic empowerment and 
struggle to overcome poverty for themselves and their families. The access to training and employment 
can have a significant effect on young people’s lives, since young people living in the slums without 
opportunities for education, employment or prosperity are arguably more prone to take up negative 
coping mechanisms. The possibility for young girls to earn an income and contribute economically to 
their families also makes it possible for them to delay the time of marriage and experiencing some 
degree of financial self-reliance may give them greater autonomy. In addition to skills training, 
educating young people on their rights and support them to raise their voice in the community on 
issues affecting them is also found to be one of the main contributions of the clubs. This is where the 
social empowerment plays out and the mutual reinforcement of critical consciousness and critical 
action takes place. The advocacy work facilitated in the youth clubs have made the young slum dwellers 
develop the awareness and confidence needed to communicate and debate in public and thereby 
address the oppressive social and structural circumstances that prevent them from fully exercising free 
agency. This experience can be an important lesson for the young people in contributing to their 
political efficacy, defined as the perceived ability to affect socio-political change.  
Furthermore, our analysis has shown that the clubs can become forums of interaction and 
discussion among the young people, which has helped them to explore common concerns. The clubs 
can provide a safe place where children dare to speak up and share their problems among peers. In 
terms of capability inputs this serves to enhance their capability to use their imagination, thought and 
reason. In the clubs the young people have discussed and challenged social norms, such as early 
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marriage and other issues related to gender based violence and discrimination. Interaction between 
gender, in gender-mixed clubs, challenge social norms and open for discussion of gender issues among 
both sexes at an early age. In line with the ideas of Critical Pedagogy, engaging young people in 
discussions and reflections of such oppressive behaviors, ultimately leads them to change their own 
attitude and behaviour, and in this process contribute to change the wider social perception on 
women’s rights. The activities in the club thus serves as capability inputs to enhance the capability of 
affiliation, being able to live with and toward others and to engage in various forms of social 
interaction. Ultimately, if changing attitudes of family and community it can also serve to enhance the 
bodily integrity, by giving girls the opportunity to move more freely. Awareness campaigns initiated by 
the youth clubs have also led to a greater awareness on measures to ensure a good reproductive health 
and hygiene. Thereby the young people in the clubs can contribute to the expansion of the capability of 
upholding a good health. 
When the youth clubs negotiate, create dialogue and challenge structures and behaviours outside 
the club, they in this process contribute to the personal development of the participants. The activities 
in the youth club expand the agency of the young people, and in this process they develop a greater 
self-confidence. This is a central part of the youth clubs’ potential. A sense of autonomy and self-value 
is an important and direct contributing factor to enabling the development of a critical consciousness 
and engage in collective action; questioning power structures and participate in social advocacy and 
politics and to take advantage of opportunities.  
Even though the clubs in some cases manage to raise awareness on sensitive issues and might be 
able to change attitudes and behaviours in the end, it gets more difficult to make a difference when 
addressing infrastructural barriers. The youth clubs’ ability to respond is challenged by the informal and 
non-transparent network of powerful actors and the huge politicisation of slum upgrading. The 
channels through which the young people can seek influence on political decisions regarding the urban 
poor are highly limited as a result of weak and non-democratic public institutions with a lack of 
accountability mechanisms. However, cases from slum communities around the world have shown that 
urban poor households through community-driven initiatives have been successful in negotiating rights 
and better conditions for themselves. We believe that the training provided in the youth clubs has the 
potential of organizing the young people for collective action and teach them to questioning the 
established order. In Bangladesh, the youth clubs as limited potential to engage in democratic processes 
to find solutions to their problems, as democratic processes in slum areas are highly absent. However, 
can the club to try to negotiate with authorities, who are key actors in enabling them to fight for their 
rights and influence the political agenda. The youth clubs are found to have a potential in expanding 
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several of the young people’s central capabilities, including using their imagination, thought and reason, 
capability of affiliation, bodily integrity, upholding a good health. However, it is limited how the youth 
club can exercise a strong political voice, in an already entangled network of political actors.  
Even though youth organizing is not a process, which happens overnight, the analysis shows that 
young people are not destitute just because they live in slums. Many are active in changing oppressive 
behaviours and improving their own opportunities. The youth clubs’ allows a high degree of 
participation, which fosters ownership of the processes. It gives them the opportunity to organise, 
conduct collective action, and benefit from the social dependent and collective capabilities, which gives 
them power to develop themselves and their communities. The results of our study confirms the need 
for addressing the social, economic and political circumstances. It questions Nussbaum’s statement that 
only educational and material support is necessary, as support from surrounding institutions are key to 
improve the living conditions in slums.  The youth club is not only a contributing factor in changing 
some issues. In addressing gender issues, it is found to be able to be the driving force. Getting girls out 
of the homes, giving them the support and self-confidence to perform in front of an audience in order 
to attract attention on harmful practices is a huge step forward in a conservative country as Bangladesh. 
Without the youth club and the training offered there the freedom to raise their voice in front of a large 
group of community people, consisting of both men and elders is hard to imagine.  Yet it is important 
to remember that the perceived lack of political efficacy as well as migration, work, and limitations 
from the family and community, prevents young people form participation in youth work. As described 
are the professionalized organisations hesitant to work in slum areas, and those who do, are faced with 
difficulties in attracting funding, mobilizing the young people and possibly in offering the critical 
pedagogy that Freire is advocating for. As explained earlier does that depend on the facilitation of the 
youth club, whereas the outcome of the youth club’s work is highly dependent on the available human 
resources. Still with the right participation and facilitation is the youth club’s work challenged by the 
political actors in the slum, whereas the club not only needs to sensitize the family and the community, 
but outside actors who are present in the slums. However, based on our believe that the youth club can 
be more than a contributing factor in some cases, we believe that youth organising should be studied 
with the idea, that this kind of work can be a dominating factor in the right scenario.  
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